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T he present volume is part of a series entitled World Spirituality: 

An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest, which seeks to present 
the spiritual wisdom of the human race in its historical 
unfolding. 

Drawing upon the highest level of scholarship around the world, the 
volume gathers together and presents the richness of the spiritual 
heritage of the human race. It is designed to reflect the autonomy of 
the tradition in its historical development. 
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Preface to the Series 


T HE PRESENT volume is part of a series entitled World Spirituality: 

An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest, which seeks to 
present the spiritual wisdom of the human race in its historical 
unfolding. Although each of the volumes can be read on its own 
terms, taken together they provide a comprehensive picture of the spiritual 
strivings of the human community as a whole—from prehistoric times, 
through the great religions, to the meeting of traditions at the present. 

Drawing upon the highest level of scholarship around the world, the 
scries gathers together and presents in a single collection the richness of the 
spiritual heritage of the human race. It is designed to reflect the autonomy 
of each tradition in its historical development, but at the same time to pres¬ 
ent the entire story of the human spiritual quest. The first five volumes deal 
with the spiritualities of archaic peoples in Asia, Europe, Africa, Oceania, 
and North and South America. Most of these have ceased to exist as living 
traditions, although some perdurc among tribal peoples throughout the 
world. However, the archaic level of spirituality survives within the later 
traditions as a foundational stratum, preserved in ritual and myth. Indi¬ 
vidual volumes or combinations of volumes are devoted to the major tradi¬ 
tions: Hindu, Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian, Jewish, Christian, and Islamic. 
Included within the series are the Jain, Sikh, and Zoroastrain traditions. In 
order to complete the story, the series includes traditions that have not sur¬ 
vived but have exercised important influence on living traditions—such as 
Egyptian, Sumerian, classical Greek and Roman. A volume is devoted to 
modern esoteric movements and another to modern secular movements. 

Having presented the history of the various traditions, the series devotes 
two volumps to the meeting of spiritualities The first surveys the meeting 
of spiritualities from the past to the present, exploring common themes that 

A longer version of this preface ?nay be found in Christian Spirituality: Origins to the 
Twelfth Century, the first published volume in the series. 
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can provide the basis for a positive encounter, for example, symbols, rituals, 
techniques. The second deals with the meeting of spiritualities in the present 
and future. Finally, the series closes with a dictionary of world spirituality. 

Each volume is edited by a specialist or a team of specialists who have 
gathered a number of contributors to write articles in their fields of spe¬ 
cialization. As in this volume, the articles are not brief entries but substan¬ 
tial studies of an area of spirituality within a given tradition. An effort has 
been made to choose editors and contributors who have a cultural and reli¬ 
gious grounding within the tradition studied and at the same time possess 
the scholarly objectivity to present the material to a larger forum of read¬ 
ers. For several years some five hundred scholars around the world have 
been working on the project. 

In the planning of the project, no attempt was made to arrive at a com¬ 
mon definition of spirituality that would be accepted by all in precisely the 
same way. The term "spirituality,” or an equivalent, is not found in a num¬ 
ber of the traditions. Yet from the outset, there was a consensus among the 
editors about what was in general intended by the term. It was left to each 
tradition to clarify its own understanding of this meaning and to the editors 
to express this in the introduction to their volumes. As a working hypothe¬ 
sis, the following description was used to launch the project: 


he series focuses on that inner dimension of the person called by certain 
traditions the spirit.” This spiritual core is the deepest center of the person, 
t is here that the person is open to the transcendent dimension; it is here 
that the person experiences ultimate reality. The series explores the discovery 

fod 1S IrT , l r amiCS it$ ' d T I ° pment > and its )° urne y ™ the ultimate 
mal -n ^ ^ . prayer J direction > the various maps of the spiri¬ 

tual journey, and the methods of advancement in the spiritual ascent. 


By presenting the ancient spiritual wisdom in an academic perspective the 
series can fulfill a number of needs. It can provide readers with a spiritual 
inventory of the richness of their own traditions, informing them at the 
same time of the richness of other traditions. It can give structure and order, 
meaning and direction to the vast amount of information with which we 
are often overwhelmed in the computer age. By drawing the material into 
the focus of world spirituality, it can provide a perspective for understanding 
one s place in the larger process. For it may well be that the meeting of 
spiritual paths—the assimilation not only of one’s own spiritual heritage but 
of that of the human community as a whole—is the distinctive spiritual 
journey of our time. 


Ewert Cousins 






Introduction 


C hinese Buddhism had come to full maturity, as we saw in volume 1, 
in the great speculative systems of its San-lun, T’ien-t’ai, Hua- 
yen, and Yogacara schools, and in the rich array of meditative 
practices systematized especially by Chih-i (538—597). Transla¬ 
tions of a wide range of Mahayana sutras, as well as a substantial assort¬ 
ment of materials from the Tripitaka collections of the Sarvastivada, Dhar- 
maguptaka, and other Indian schools, along with a host of apocryphal 
sutras composed by the Chinese themselves, had provided Chinese Bud¬ 
dhism with scriptural foundations sufficient to sustain it in the new direc¬ 
tions it was giving to the already rich inheritance it had received from the 
Indian subcontinent and Central Asia. 

China’s transformation of what was already one of the leading religions 
of the world, shaped for close on a millennium in India, was an incultura- 
tion even more thorough than the Hellenization and Romanization of Jew¬ 
ish traditions in Christianity. Two characteristic inflections it brought to the 
tradition can be identified as an emphasis on this-worldliness and a pre¬ 
occupation with methods of attaining enlightenment, particularly through 
the idea of Buddha-nature. We shall find them recurring at every stage in 
the unfolding of East Asian Buddhism. 

The first of our two volumes on Buddhism was dominated by the specu¬ 
lative and analytical spirit of India, and its methodical ascetic quest for a 
definitive liberation ( [moksa , nirvana), a clinically pure emptying out of all 
illusion. The present volume, in contrast, is pervaded by the Chinese real¬ 
ization of enlightenment here and now, and by the practical, down-to-earth, 
this-worldly terms in which the enlightened vision was expressed and enact¬ 
ed. Of course Buddhism has never known the dualism of profane and 
sacred, sense and spirit; enlightenment has always meant to perceive reali¬ 
ty just as it is; and a major emphasis in Mahayana Buddhism is the teaching 
that nirvana is nothing other than samsara perceived in its emptiness. 
Nonetheless, the ancient Indian ideology of release from the cycle of birth 

xiii 
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and death, and the vastitudes of Indian cosmology, give to Indian Bud¬ 
dhism a grandiose aura that was not assimilated in China, with its more 
positivist culture and its more concrete, unspeculative set of words and con¬ 
cepts. 

If meditation and emptiness were the regulating themes of the first vol¬ 
ume, an emphasis on sudden or immediate enlightenment and its accom¬ 
panying doctrine of immanent Buddha-nature come to the foreground in 
the. present one. Indian Buddhism emerges against the background of 
Brahmanism, with its long tradition of ascetic cultivation, and Yoga, which 
provides Buddhism with its basic repertory of meditative techniques. Chi¬ 
nese Buddhism flowers in a quite different soil and against the broad hori¬ 
zons of Confucianism, with its long tradition of cultivating the virtues req¬ 
uisite for the life of family and state, and Taoism, with its ideal of the 
enlightened sage roaming freely through life, unimpeded by barriers of 
social convention, and—to borrow a phrase from Holderlin—“dwelling 
poetically on the earth.” 


The Birth of Ch’ an 

Kumarajiva (343-413) had bridged Indian and Chinese culture, bringing 
the first stage of adaptation, the “matching words” period, to its culmina- 
uon. But a century later a transmission of a very different sort occurred 

r r hC In<J i! an T° nk Bodhldharma (active c. 480-520) embodied the 
Buddhist path in his intensive focus on the practice of meditation. The 

Chan tradition stemming from this relatively obscure figure did not 
attempt to reconstruct Buddhism on the basis of immense philological 
abors. It reenacted the Buddha’s own quest for enlightenment, and devel¬ 
oped fresh ways of thinking and speaking within the context of this praxis 
Its words” no longer “matched” Indian ones, but pointed directly to what 
was being lived in the here and now. 

Here China s reshaping of Buddhism becomes truly radical and original, so 
much so that along with the emergence of Mahayana and the Diamond 
Vehicle, the formation of Ch an must count as one of the major historical 
turnings of the wheel of the Dharma. Just as the authoritative insight of 
Sakyamuni provided an opportunity to break through deeply encrusted lay¬ 
ers of ritual, myth, and speculation in ancient India, so it was with Ch’an. 
This separate tradition outside the scriptures” rose up amid the prodigious 
speculative and myth-making creativity of Mahayana Buddhism, already 
no less developed in China than in its Indian birthplace, and boldly turned 
a new page. The legendary silent smile of Mahakasyapa, who alone among 
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the disciples understood the Buddha’s turning a flower in his hand, meant 
more to the practitioners of Ch’an than the profuse elaborations of sutra 
and sastra. They claimed that a direct transmission of insight from mind to 
mind could cut through all words to the enlightened awareness of reality. 

The resounding laugh of the Zen monks has few prececents in India, with 
the special exception of the Vimalakirti Sutra (very popular in China). 
Rather, the laughter sends us back to the subversive humor of Chuang-tzu, 
whose dazzling use of anecdote and paradox prefigure the Zen koans. Lis¬ 
ten to him advocate the life of the Tao as the highest ideal by means of a 
fictional dialogue between Confucius and his favorite disciple, Yen Hui: 

Another day, the two met again and Yen Hui said, “I’m improving!” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“I can sit down and forget everything!” 

Confucius looked very startled and said, “What do you mean, sit down and 
forget everything?” 

Yen Hui said, “I smash up my limbs and body, drive out perception and 
intellect, cast off form, do away with understanding, and make myself iden¬ 
tical with the Great Thoroughfare. That is what I mean by sitting down and 
forgetting everything .” 1 

“Sit down and forget everything”—the expression is echoed in East Asian 
Buddhist meditation from Bodhidharma’s legendary wall-gazing down to 
Dogen’s “just sitting.” The image of smashing the limbs and driving out 
perception anticipates a central teaching that Dogen was to learn from his 
Chinese Zen master Ju-ching: “to drop off body and mind. The elimina¬ 
tion of the discursive also prefigures the Ch’an ideal of mind: no thoughts, 
no images.” 

When Chuang-tzu speaks of “some wordless teaching, some formless 
way of bringing the mind to completion,” one is irresistibly reminded of the 
Zen proclamation of a special transmission not based on words or letters, 
directly pointing to the mind. Again, the emphasis Zen put on the ideas of 
emptiness and no-self is foreshadowed in another of his dialogues: 

Confucius said, “Make your will one! Don’t listen with your ears, listen 
with your mind. No, don’t listen with your mind, but listen with your spirit. 
Listening stops with the ears, the mind stops with recognition, but spirit is 
empty and waits on all things. The Way gathers in emptiness alone. Empti¬ 
ness is the fasting of the mind.” 

Yen Hui said, “Before I heard this, I was certain that I was Hui. But now 
that I have heard it, there is no more Hui. Can this be called emptiness ?” 2 

The Taoist mentality is a major matrix of Zen wisdom not only in terms 
of its critique of reason but also in its absolute affirmation of the way of 
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nature. The transition from a spirituality of release from the world to an 
awakening to the world in its naturalness entails a conviction that salvation 
is not something deferred to a dauntingly remote future, but a reality to be 
apprehended here and now. Ch’an's delight in “emptiness” is more than a 
metaphysic; it is first and foremost a reverence for the fullness of things as 
they are, without the clutter of discursive reasoning. 

This volume opens with an authoritative survey of the history of Ch’an in 
China by the late Philip Yampolsky, one of the pioneers in the revision of 
Zen history inspired by the discovery of the Tun-huang documents. He 
shows how Ch an created for itself a lineage going back to the Buddha and 
specified procedures for orthodox transmission from master to disciple. 
Institutionalization is said to have made the Ch’an of the capital cities 
rather formal and overly concerned for scriptural warrants. It was in the 
freedom of the countryside that Ch’an really came into its own, in the col¬ 
loquial jests, the shouts and blows, the mind-teasing koans and dharma 
battles of Ma-tsu, Huang-po, and Lin-chi. Thomas Kasulis and Dale 
Wright fill out the picture by taking a closer look at these figures, showing 
how their disorienting teaching techniques fit into a comprehensive system 
whereby the burgeoning Ch’an movement was skillfully managed. The 
intricacies of this completely Sinicized Ch’an culture—its original linguistic 
conventions and literary genres, its reshaping of the monastic lifestyle, and 
its complex philosophical classifications—show how spiritual insight, when 
it is fresh, recreates its entire environment. None of this was very pleasing 
to the bearers of the indigenous Confucian tradition; Buddhism flourished 
in time of trouble or under nonethnic Chinese rulers, and Confucianism 
regained strength with renewed social and political order, as in the Sung 
period (960—1279). But from Julia Ching’s article we see that even as it 
challenged Buddhism to be alert to social and political realities, Sung period 
Confucianism developed its own brand of enlightenment, in creative rivalry 
with Ch 1 an. 


Korea 

Korean Buddhism, still greatly underexplored in Western scholarship, has 
a vigor in thought and practice that gives it a quite distinctive place. Here 
the adjustment of Buddhism to worldly realities is shown in its syncretiza- 
tion with a shamanized Taoism and in the constructive harmonizing spirit 
with which the Dharma unfolded in the Land of Morning Calm, where the 
cultivation of unity and harmony was also highly prized on the political 
front. The Korean inculturation of Buddhism was also marked by bold 
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speculative breakthroughs, catalyzed by this quest tor total integration, as 
can be seen in the monumental achievement of Wonhyo, described in Sung 
Bae Park’s study. Hua-ycn thought provided a capacious and integrated 
philosophical framework, within which this-worldly phenomena could be 
prized as manifesting the ultimate. 

The integration of scriptural study and Son meditation was perhaps the 
deepest challenge in this quest for harmony. Robert Buswell shows how the 
well-known topics and controversies of Chinese Zen are approached in orig¬ 
inal style within the Hua-yen/Zcn dialogue in which the central figure is 
Chinul, a name that is now becoming known in the West as one of the 
greatest in the Zen tradition. The degree to which Buddhism had become 
the very pulse of national life is shown in the stirring tale, with which 
Buswell closes, of how the Koreans carved on woodblocks a superb critical 
edition of the entire Tripitaka, undiscouraged by the wanton destruction of 
an earlier set by Mongol invaders. 

Confucian elements had been fused with Buddhist ones in the code of the 
hwarang knights of the Silla period and in the “ten injunctions” of the 
Koryo dynasty founder Wang Kon (r. 918-943). With the foundation of 
the Choson dynasty (1392-1910) by Nco-Confucian leaders, Buddhism 
knew leaner years, as Henrik S0rensen relates. Though Neo-Confucianists 
had learned much from the Buddhist cultivation of the interior life, they 
strongly resisted Buddhism, seeing it as losing awareness of the external 
world. Natural integration now gave way to a bureaucratic unification of 
all sects into two major groupings, Kyo and Son, in 1424. Buddhism, 
though the largest religion in the country, and despite the outstanding con¬ 
tribution of Sosan Hyujong (1520-1604), seems to have played little part 
in the sometimes bloody ideological debates of these centuries. 

Son emerged with new vibrancy in the twentieth century, responding to 
Japanese influence. But it resisted the modernization undergone in Japan¬ 
ese Zen and instead remained close to the traditional medieval form, tinged 
with Confucian influence. At present, the old-style monastic culture is 
evolving into a broader, more popular Son centered on meditation courses for 
c he general public. The lay-oriented Won Buddhism, a “new” religious 
movement, has gone much farther in the direction of a completely this- 
worldly interpretation of Buddhism, centered on the family. Between the 
extremes of traditionalism and secularization, Korean Buddhism struggles 
to find a creative modern equivalent of the middle path. 
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Japan 

Six essays guide us through the haunting world of the earliest Japanese 
Buddhism up to the end of the Heian period. The late Hanayama Shinsho 
and his son Hanayama Shoyu discuss the earliest Japanese Buddhism, 
which bore a strong Korean stamp. Great temples, scriptural commen¬ 
taries, and a political vision inspired by Buddhist principles give luster to 
the name of Prince Shotoku, a fine addition to the list of Buddhist rulers. 
Six different Buddhist traditions had their headquarters in Nara when it 
was the capital, and Japan tasted for the first time the pleasures of a thriv¬ 
ing scholasticism. Thomas Kasulis and Royall Tyler focus on the interplay 
of city and country, monastic scholasticism and mountain asceticism, Kore¬ 
an and Chinese imports and indigenous Shinto and folk traditions, to reveal 
the rich and tension-ridden texture of Nara Buddhism. The this-worldly 
character of Buddhism was accentuated as a missionary technique of incul- 
turation, and the message was often linked to the strengthening of the state 
and the acquisition of worldly benefits. A masterstroke in this cultural 
adjustment was the honji suijaku system of identifying the indigenous gods 
with Buddhist bodhisattvas. Buddhism in Japan retained a link with 
ancient and vital folk traditions above all through the unregulated ascetic 
movements flourishing in the countryside and in mountain retreats—and 
still surviving in the shugendo or yamabushi tradition. 

The full, mature inculturation of Buddhism in Japan is the work of two 
figures who had much in common—both combining the treasures of Chi¬ 
nese learning with the intrepid spirit of mountain asceticism—but who 
were estranged by radical differences in personality and ideology: Saicho 
and Kukai, presented by Umehara Takeshi and Paul Watt. Thanks to 
Saicho, the capacious T’ien-t’ai (Tendai) doctrine, taught at the monastery- 
cum-university on Mount Hiei, acquired the most commanding position 
among the Japanese schools, comparable to that of Hua-yen in Korea. The 
Lotus Sutra , the “Bible of East Asia,” gave the school a breadth of vision and 
an ideal of bodhisattva compassion and zeal that made it a fertile seedbed 
for later developments. 

The headquarters of Kukai’s Shingon school, on remote Mount Koya, 
drew on equally potent sources, centering its cult on the cosmic Buddha 
Dainichi (Mahavairocana), source of all other Buddhas. Kukai’s tantric 
methods promised Buddhahood in this very life, inheriting the power of 
Indian Tantrism as an immediate practical force. Kukai was also a master 
of secular arts and education, a calligrapher, and conceivably Japan’s first 
philosopher. Like many Japanese religious leaders he is also a cultural 
hero, just as, conversely, many Japanese poets, playwrights, and painters 
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reflect and communicate Buddhist wisdom—a topic beyond the scope of 
this volume. 

The wealth of Heian Buddhism was fully revealed in the line of masters 
who emerged from it in the Kamakura period. These founders of new 
schools concentrated the universal potential of the Lotus Sutra s “one vehi¬ 
cle" Buddhism in select single practices to which ordinary people could 
dedicate themselves wholeheartedly. Their critical relationship to the Tendai 
doctrine that all sentient beings possess original enlightenment (hotigaku) is 
revealed in David Gardiner’s essay as part of a multi-faceted problematic 
that gives medieval Japanese Buddhism its distinctive identity. Hongaku 
theory allowed the Japanese to unite their cult of the sacred landscape of 
Japan with the quest of enlightenment and buddhahood. Whether this 
entailed spiritual complacency and national chauvinism, as modern critics 
urge, is a question to be faced only when we have fully appreciated the 
power of the idea and the ramifications of its influence in the culture. 

Descending from Mount Hiei, the Kamakura-period Buddhist founders 
brought the Dharma to the world, not in the sense of the politicking and 
militarization that had corrupted the Tendai establishment, but in a bodhi- 
sattva spirit of service. Honen and Shinran preached Pure Land as an “easy 
way” of faith and repentance. This contradicted Kukai’s “become a Buddha 
in this very life,” but it affirmed that in this very life we are embraced by 
the infinite compassion of Amida Buddha, which assures rebirth in the Pure 
Land in our next life, and thereafter enlightenment. Nichiren concentrated 
Buddhist practice in the recitation of the title of the Lotus Sutra , rechanneling 
the lofty T’ien-t’ai tradition into the form of a zealous and patriotic religion, 
and Dogen identified enlightenment with everyday life to an unprecedented 
degree, assuring the followers of Soto Zen that to sit in quiet meditation 
was already to be in the enlightened state, reconceived as an ongoing 
process rather than a sudden disruptive event. 

The Kamakura shogunate were strong rulers and warriors, and the Bud¬ 
dhist founders of the time show a comparable heroism and determination 
on the plane of the spirit. Even the gentle Honen, portrayed by Tamaru 
Noriyoshi and Fujimoto Kiyohiko, pursued his course with a quiet deter¬ 
mination and single-mindedness, willing to face persecution if his patient 
attempts at persuasion and appeasement failed. His Pure Land gospel of 
salvation through trust in Amida Buddha was dramatically radicalized by 
Shinran, who even more than his master brought Buddhism close to the 
hearts and minds of the ordinary Japanese people, as Alfred Bloom shows. 
Nichiren, as portrayed by Laurel Rasplica Rodd, is an even more awesome 
figure. He called for a step back to T’ien-t’ai orthodoxy based on the Lotus 
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Sutra , yet his interpretation of Buddhism turns out to be the most idiosyn¬ 
cratic produced in Japan—tinged with fanaticism, perhaps, but supremely 
effective in energizing the masses of the faithful. 

It was only at this time, in the thirteenth century, that Zen became a 
major element in Japanese Buddhism. As in the early Heian days, sojourns 
in China, this time by Eisai and Dogen, were the occasion for the trans¬ 
mission of a new and vibrant style of Buddhist practice and thought. Yam- 
polsky once again provides the historical framework, which is filled out by 
Tsuchida Tomoaki’s study of Dogen, Minamoto Ryoen’s presentation of 
three outstanding seventeenth-century figures, and Michel Mohr’s detailed 
examination of Hakuin, who is surprisingly neglected in the scholarly 
literature. 

The Confucian polemic against Buddhism as other-worldly, escapist, and 
nihilistic continued down to the nineteenth century, as did the Buddhist 
counterclaims that the level of enlightenment reached by Confucian sages 
was limited. Buddhism in East Asia was never allowed to rest on its medi¬ 
tative laurels, but had always to exhibit an active social conscience. Though 
Japan was a closed country during the Tokugawa period (17th— 19th c.), 
one senses a certain modernity in the Buddhist thinkers of that period, 
notably in their dialogue with Confucianism, recounted by Minamoto, 
which may recall debates between religion and rationalism in the West. The 
new representations of enlightenment that emerged at this time, accompa¬ 
nied by new styles of missionizing activity, as in Takuan’s or Bankei’s 
preaching or Ishida Baigan’s “philosophy of the heart,” may remind one of 
spiritual revivals in early modern Europe—Fox, Wesley, or the Pietists. 
Meanwhile, a faint echo of the European Enlightenment may be sensed in 
Jiun Sonja’s scholarly pursuits, as described by Watt. 

With the Meiji period a flood of Western philosophical culture over¬ 
whelmed Buddhist thinkers. What they made of it can be sampled in the 
study of Kiyozawa Manshi by Gilbert Johnston and Wakimoto Tsuneya and 
in James Heisig’s account of the Kyoto School. Buddhism, as these accounts 
make clear, more than held its own, and indeed presented themes and per¬ 
spectives that are altering the Western philosophical landscape in our time, 
beginning with Heidegger’s response to his Japanese interlocutors. 


Buddhist Self-Understanding in Today’s World 

The matters discussed in this book might have been considered mere anti- 
quarianism just a few decades ago. Yet read amid the current resurgence of 
Buddhist practice, philosophy, and scholarship in the Western world, there 
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is hardly one of the figures discussed here who does not seem to step out of 
the pages with a startling contemporaneity. We are living at the time of a 
new turning of the wheel of the Dharma, as countless Westerners seek a 
more enlightened style of life and perception through adopting and adapt¬ 
ing Theravada, Tibetan, and Zen practices. Egil Fronsdal and Franz Aubrey 
Metcalf assess the relationship of these developments to classical tradition 
and note how the perpetual tension between spiritual freedom and institu¬ 
tional forms is being negotiated afresh in the West. 

This Western Buddhism is firmly oriented to the needs of society. But as 
Sallie King and Heng-Ching Shih show, Buddhism in Asia has also become 
engaged with these needs to an unprecedented degree. The new promi¬ 
nence of women in Buddhism should further help reground the tradition in 
real life experience. The search for a Buddhist response to contemporary 
problems has called into being new Buddhist movements, of which the 
most powerful, the Soka Gakkai, draws its inspiration from the life and 
teachings of Nichiren. Shimazono Susumu’s essay focuses on a phase in the 
development of this religion when it had to meet the distress of postwar 
Japanese people, and shows how it combined Nichiren’s doctrine with 
modern Western philosophical or psychological ideas. 

In Buddhism, doctrine has always been subject to experiential 
verification. Today, the experience of socially engaged Buddhists is not 
merely the gung-ho application of ethical principles, but an enactment and 
verification of Buddhist insight. The paths of Buddhist liberation are 
clarified not only in the quiet of the meditation hall but also in their efficacy 
in situations of injustice, violence, and environmental depredation. But 
human suffering is of different orders, and so is human growth. To feed the 
hungry may be the supreme expression of bodhisattva compassion in one 
situation; to address the spiritual malaise of people whose lives have lost 
meaning may be what is required in another. The distinctive contribution 
of Buddhism is a vision and a wisdom that can transform the unsatisfying 
conditions of samsaric existence into a path of daily growth, both for the 
individual and for communities. Socially engaged Buddhists seek to enlarge 
the space of recollection and concentration, of mental cleansing and heal¬ 
ing, which the monastery provides. Not urgent necessities, but the spirit in 
which actions are carried out is what is paramount. In its style of praxis 
Buddhism strives to counter the noise and acrimony that arise from 
attachment to views.” It calls all ideologies back to the reality of the situ¬ 
ations to which they claim to refer, and cultivates an integral vision of the 
suffering of sentient beings and their potential for full liberation. In short, 
this-worldly engagement in a distinctively Buddhist style is inseparable 
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from the quest for enlightenment. There is the danger, of course, that 
“returning to the world” will result in a loss of insight. A bodhisattva who 
comes down the mountain to serve the people and in the process ceases to 
be a “being of enlightenment” will fail to communicate the heart of the 
bodhisattva path. And yet, a failure to “return to the world” is a betrayal of 
the bodhisattva spirit. 

Buddhist tradition has been marked by a proliferation of sectarian divi¬ 
sions, from the twenty or so schools of early Buddhism, through the diver¬ 
gences of Madhyamika and Yogacara, and of the meditation, tantric, Pure 
Land, and scholastic currents. Ecumenical symbiosis has prevailed within 
some cultural spheres: the T’ien-t’ai (Tendai) synthesis played an integrat¬ 
ing role in China and Japan, as did union of Kyo and Son in Korea, and the 
joint practice of Zen and Pure Land meditation in China, Korea, and the 
Obaku school of Japanese Zen. Japan has perhaps shown a more marked 
tendency to split into separate sects. The rivalry between the Nara schools 
and the new Heian movements, the tension between Saicho and Kukai, the 
unease generated by the Kamakura founders, the quarrels about orthodoxy 
between Jodoshu and Jodo Shinshu, and within the latter the long division 
between Higashi Hongan-ji and Nishi Hongan-ji—mild enough when 
compared with the fierce mutual anathematizing in other religions—sug¬ 
gest a deficiency of broad, integrating ecumenical vision in this island coun¬ 
try that received all the Buddhist traditions at the latest stage of their 
development. 

In its transition from India to Tibet, through central Asia to China, and 
from there to Korea and Japan, Buddhism underwent constant transfor¬ 
mation. As it integrated into each new land and culture, transforming 
native religiosity even as it was being transformed, it looked continually to 
its past for guidance, but did not return to the countries and cultures where 
that past was still alive to insinuate its own innovations there. Like a stream 
that cannot flow backwards, the current grows stronger but the distance of 
the present from the past grows ever wider. In the spread of Buddhism dur¬ 
ing the present century to the lands of Europe and the Americas, the same 
pattern holds. Efforts by these new Buddhists to introduce Western ideas of 
morality, human rights, democracy, and so forth to southeast Asian lands 
have had some effect, but alteration in Buddhist practice and doctrine is 
still resisted. The one apparent exception are the so-called New Religions 
of Korea, Japan, and Taiwan, which have turned back to the neighboring 
lands of Asia to seek converts for their new version of the Buddhist tradition. 
But here again, their conversions have tended to draw individual people 
away from their native Buddhism, rather than to engage in critical dialogue 





INTRODUCTION 


xxiii 

with the native Buddhist religiosity of these cultures in the way that their 
own culture was first proselytized. 

In a globalized world, communication between Buddhists of every cul¬ 
tural background is quickening rapidly, and a new and powerful under¬ 
standing of the sense of the entire tradition is emerging. What unites all 
Buddhists is not the complex heritage of doctrines but the challenge of the 
Buddhist path. Perhaps the concrete character of this path is most persua¬ 
sively expressed in the visual symbols in which the tradition is so rich. 

It might be thought that artistic representations of buddhas or bodhi- 
sattvas would have a merely esthetic interest, their study a mere appendage, 
or perhaps a chance to relax in the silent presence of these lofty figures after 
the exhausting reel of names, dates, and titles unavoidable in an “Ency¬ 
clopedic History.” Mimi Hall Yiengpruksawan’s study of Buddhist iconog¬ 
raphy reveals, however, that Buddhism is as subtle and as eloquent in its 
images as in its verbal teachings. Here we are given a glimpse of another 
complex, many-sided history. But again, what is offered is not a mere sur¬ 
vey but a probing reflection on the significance of Buddhist images within 
the development of Buddhist doctrine and spirituality. Images bring the 
saving figures of Buddhism, and their teaching, immediately close to us in 
the here and now. This immense history, and these serene and beautiful 
images, suggest that the Buddhist tradition stands poised on the threshold 
of new ventures as the world comes to know and appreciate more and more 
“the Middle Course awakened to by the Tathagata, making for vision, making 
for knowledge, and conducing to calm, super-knowledge, self-awakening, 
and liberation,” a teaching that is “lovely at the beginning, lovely in the 
middle, and lovely at the ending” (Mahavagga I 6. 17; VI 34.11). 

The Staff of the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture 

Nagoya, Japan 


Notes 

1. Burton Watson, trans., The Complete Works of Chuatig Tzu (New York: Colum¬ 
bia University Press, 1968), 90. 

2. The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu , 57-58. 
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Ch’an 


I. A Historical Sketch 

Philip Yampolsky 


C h’an (ZEN) —as we understand it today—is a form of Buddhism 
that emphasizes enlightenment obtained through a process of 
intensive meditation. This enlightenment is achieved through a 
transmission from master to disciple, a transmission that is made 
from one mind to another, usually without the use of words or letters. Tra¬ 
dition has it that Ch’an was brought to China by a monk, Bodhidharma, 
the third son of a prince of Southern India, who is honored as the first Ch’an 
Patriarch in China, and the twenty-eighth in an unbroken line from the his¬ 
torical Buddha. Bodhidharma transmitted the teaching to a Chinese disci¬ 
ple, Hui-k’o, who in turn transmitted it to the Third Patriarch, Seng-ts’an. 
The Fourth Patriarch was Tao-hsin (580—651) and the Fifth, Hung-jen 
(601—674), who in turn handed on the teaching to Hui-neng (638-713), 
celebrated as the Sixth Patriarch, to whom all present-day Zen traces its 
ancestry. 

Meditation has always played a major role in all forms of Buddhism. As 
Buddhism developed in Northern China, many individual practitioners 
came to emphasize meditation techniques. At the same time great impor¬ 
tance was attached to the development of meditation theory and practice 
within the established schools of Buddhism, particularly the T’ien-t’ai 
school. Eventually practitioners from both groups, who devoted themselves 
exclusively to meditation, came together to form communities. By the mid¬ 
seventh century a prominent center for Ch’an meditation had developed on 
Mt. Shuang-feng in Hupei under the Fifth Patriarch, Hung-jen. Hung-jen, 
whose teaching is known as the East Mountain school, had eleven principal 
disciples who spread the teaching throughout China, three of whom founded 
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major schools of Ch'an: Shen-hsiu (606P-706), Chih-hsien (609-702), and 
Hui-neng (638-713). If we examine only the standard Ch'an historical tra¬ 
dition, we learn that Hui-neng had two important heirs—Nan-yueh Huai- 
jang (677-744) and Ch'ing-yiian Hsing-ssu (d. 740), and that it was from 
these two masters that all of later Ch'an descended. Virtually nothing is 
known of these two figures; biographical sources .that describe their activi¬ 
ties appear only very long after their deaths. They are unmentioned in the 
few contemporary literary sources that remain. However, traditional Ch'an 
records the names of their descendants as well as those of all the Ch'an 
patriarchs and masters who followed. Their names and lineages are also 
recorded in later Ch’an histories in both China and Japan. 


Tun-huang 

If we had to depend on traditional Ch’an sources we would have a very 
inaccurate picture of the history of Ch an Buddhism. Fortunately, in 1900, 
a great hoard of documents was recovered from a walled-up cave at Tun- 
huang, a desert oasis in Kansu in the northwesternmost part of China. This 
cave had been sealed to protect its contents from invading barbarians in the 
early eleventh century and it contained documents that can be dated 
between 406 and 996. 

A large proportion of the manuscripts, some twenty thousand or more, 
are Chinese Buddhist texts. Other materials include literary works, poems, 
many documents related to finances and law, dictionaries and works relat¬ 
ed to education, Confucianist writings, and texts in Tibetan, Uighur, and 
other Central Asian languages. Occasionally the recto of some document 
has a Buddhist text and the verso a secular record. Taoism is represented by 
a fair number of texts, some of which had been lost and were not included 
in the Taoist canon. Almost ninety per cent of the Buddhist materials are 
routine copies of standard scriptural texts, all readily available elsewhere in 
printed form in various editions of the Tripitaka. They are of interest main¬ 
ly to linguists and students of calligraphy. There are also Buddhist texts in 
Tibetan and Sanskrit; several of the Tibetan works are translations of Chi¬ 
nese texts that are no longer extant in China. 

The Tun-huang documents are a major source for our knowledge of the 
history, literature, language, religion—in fact all aspects—of the Sui and 
T’ang periods. Of immediate concern are the Ch’an materials found at Tun- 
huang. If it were not for these fragments, our knowledge of the history and 
development of Ch’an Buddhism would certainly be fragmentary, if not 
largely erroneous. Schools that have not persisted, monks whose fame has 
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1. Bodhidharma, from a late 15th-century drawing by Soga Dasaku. 


faded with the passage of time, and works otherwise lost have become 
known to us through these manuscripts. 

1 he documents include early examples of literary forms that later became 
standard in Chan literature, notably the t'mg-sbih (transmission of the 
lamp): histories of Ch’an told in the form of biographies of the patriarchs 
and the Ch’an masters who followed them over the centuries. They take 
their form from the Kao-seng ebuan (Biographies of eminent monks, 519) and 
its sequel the Hsu kao-seng chuan (645). These famous biographies were non¬ 
sectarian. The Ch’an biographical works, however, aimed to establish Ch’an 
as a legitimate school of Buddhism traceable to its Indian origins, and at 
the same time championed a particular form of Ch’an. Historical accuracy 
was of little concern to the compilers; old legends were repeated, new stories 
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were invented and reiterated until 
they too became legends. 

The first work to establish 
a Chan lineage, in other words a 
succession of Ch’an patriarchs, was 
the Ch’uan -fa-pao chi (Records of 
the transmission of the Dharma- 
treasure), compiled about 710. It 
draws on the Hsu kao-seng chuan for 
the biographies of the five Chinese 
patriarchs but recasts them as a 
sequence from patriarch to heir. 
This line of succession—Bodhid- 
harma, Hui-k’o, Seng-ts’an, Tao- 
hsin, and Hung-jen—is standard 
in all later Ch'an works. The posi¬ 
tion of Sixth Patriarch (in later 
works the most important one) is 
here, and here only, ascribed to Fa-ju 
(637-689). He is followed by Shen-hsiu (606P-706), revered at this time as 
the leading Ch’an master, but destined, as we shall see, for ill-treatment by 
posterity. On the basis of quotations in the Cb'uan fa-pao chi we know that 
it represented a school that based its teachings on the Lankavatdra Sutra. 

The documents include another more detailed work of a similar nature: 
the Leng-ch’ieh shih-tzu chi (Record of the transmission of the Lankavatdra ), 
which was probably compiled between 713 and 716. This work, as the title 
indicates, champions the transmission of the Lankavatdra Sutra. It and it 
alone makes Gunabhadra, the translator of the Lankavatdra Sutra , the first 
patriarch in China, followed by the usual five patriarchs, with Shen-hsiu 
numbered as the seventh and his disciple P'u-chi (651-739) as the eighth. 
The place given to Shen-hsiu here is characteristic of the school that would 
later be referred to as Northern Ch an. 



Shen-hsiu and Shen-hui 

Northern Ch an, like most other schools, derived from Hung-jen and his 
East Mountain School. It also based its authority on the teaching of Shen- 
hsiu, who had attracted many students to his temple at Mount Yii-ch’iian 
in Hupei from 674 to the turn of the century and was at this stage of Ch’an 
history by far the most important of Hung-jen’s eleven disciples. Although 
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later to be virtually forgotten, the school he established was, at least in the 
first three decades of the eighth century, the most prominent school of 
Ch’an. In 701 or 702 Shen-hsiu was summoned to court by Empress Wu, 
who greatly revered Buddhism, but also managed to make use of it skillful¬ 
ly to increase her power. The court received his preaching with the utmost 
veneration, and he taught in the capital cities (Lo-yang and Ch’ang-an) 
until his death in 706. His funeral, infinitely elaborate, was attended by the 
highest officials. 

Shen-hsiu’s success in propagating his teachings at court contributed 
greatly to the spread of Ch’an. His work was continued by priests who had 
been his fellow students under the Fifth Patriarch, and by his own disciples, 
several of whom were famous in their own right. I-fu (658—736) continued 
to serve the religious needs of the Imperial Court, but he appears to have 
had no heirs. P’u-chi was by far the most renowned teacher of Northern 
Ch’an in the middle years of the eighth century. His activities centered on 
the capital of Lo-yang'. It is said that during his lifetime as many as ten 
thousand students came to study under him, of whom some forty became 
significant teachers in their own right. However, with the gradual decline 
in power of the T’ang court and the central government in the mid-eighth 
century the Northern School began to lose its importance. Although rem¬ 
nants of the Northern School can be traced in the late ninth century, it was 
no longer of much significance. 

The term “Northern School” was applied to the teachings of Shen-hsiu 
by a priest of the name of Shen-hui, who claimed to teach the Ch’an of the 
Southern School (Nan-tsung), a term that used to refer to Southern India 
and was then applied to the Lankavatara school, which based itself on Bod- 
hidharma’s teachings (later known as the Northern School!). Determined to 
establish a new school of his own, Shen-hui, then still unknown, attacked 
the Ch’an of Shen-hsiu and his descendants. Born in 670 or 672 in Hsiang- 
yang in Hupei, he was drawn at first to Taoism and Confucianism, but 
heard later of Buddhist* teachings and, abandoning an official career, 
became a monk under Shen-hsiu at the Yii-ch’iian temple. When Shen-hsiu 
was called to court, Shen-hui turned south to Ts’ao-ch’i, near Canton, to 
study with Hui-neng, staying with him for several years; later he traveled 
about China visiting famous teachers. After receiving full ordination as a 
monk.he returned to Hui-neng, with whom he stayed until the latter’s 
death in 713. Little is known of his activities for the next fifteen years, but 
apparently he lived quietly in Nan-yang in Honan. In 730 he moved to the 
Ho-tse temple in Lo-yang. In 732 on the fifteenth day of the first month 
he mounted a platform at the Ta-yiin Temple in Hua-t’ai (also in Honan) 
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and launched a grand attack on the teachings of Shen-hsiu's school. Details 
of his attack are to be found in a group of Tun-huang documents, includ- 
.ing the Platform Sutra and the Determination of the Truth of the Southern Teach¬ 
ings. These works are early examples of a form of Ch'an literature known as 
yu-lu (recorded sayings). Compiled by the master's disciples, they contain 
biographical information, stories of encounters with other monks, brief ser¬ 
mons, and verse. Works of this sort in later years became a distinct form of 
Ch'an literature, characterized for a while by the use of colloquial language 
instead of a formal literary style. 

Shen-hui made a large variety of pronouncements and accusations. His 
polemics against Northern Chan were frequently inaccurate and unjust. 
His major allegation was that Shen-hsiu of the Northern School had no 
right to claim to be the Sixth Patriarch. He claims that Bodhidharma’s 
robe, the symbol of the transmission, had been handed down from patri¬ 
arch to patriarch for six generations; it was now housed at the temple of 
Hui-neng, his own teacher; Hui-neng, not Shen-hsiu, was the Sixth Patri¬ 
arch; indeed Shen-hsui himself had never dared claim that title. "But now 
P’u-chi calls himself the Seventh Patriarch and falsely states that his teacher 
was the Sixth. This must not be permitted.” He accuses P’u-chi of sending 
people to cut the head from Hui-neng’s mummified body and to replace 
the inscription on Hui-neng’s stele with one calling Shen-hsiu the Sixth 
Patriarch. He denounces P’u-chi’s attempts to destroy the Southern School. 
"When Shen-hsiu was alive, all students referred to these two great mas¬ 
ters, saying: In the South, Hui-neng, in the North, Shen-hsiu..., therefore 
we have the two schools Southern and Northern.... P’u-chi now recklessly 
calls his teaching the Southern Sect. This is not to be permitted." 

This attack created the image of two competing factions, Northern and 
Southern, that has persisted to this day, and also established a stark contrast 
between them: the Northern teaching was gradual, a slow step-by-step 
approach to enlightenment, while the Southern School adopted a sudden 
method. (In reality the Northern School also advocated a sudden approach 
after an initial mastery of meditation techniques.) Northern Ch’an had 
emphasized, at least in its early history, the Lankdvatdra Sutra . Shen-hui 
quite arbitrarily claimed that the Fifth Patriarch, Hung-jen, had transmit¬ 
ted the Diamond Sutra to Hui-neng and that this sutra formed the basis of 
the teaching. This Northern/Southern dichotomy has persisted in China in 
fields quite unrelated to Ch’an. In painting there are Northern and South¬ 
ern Schools, connected somehow to gradual and sudden approaches, 
though this analogy was not created until the seventeenth century, when it 
also became fashionable to discuss poetry in terms of the sudden and the 
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gradual. When we come to the Sung dynasty, Ch’an is again referred to by 
some in terms of the two schools that Shen-hui fabricated in his drive for 
recognition. 

We know very little of Shen-hui’s activities between the years 732, when 
he launched his masterful attack on P’u-chi and Northern Ch’an, and 745. 
He appears to have continued his preaching, to have made many converts 
and to have traveled widely, associating with high officials. In 745 he was 
invited to take up residence in the Ho-tse temple in Lo-yang, where his 
teaching and his continued attacks on Northern Ch’an attracted a large 
audience. In 753 he fell foul of the censor Lu I, allegedly a proponent of 
Northern Ch’an, and was banished from the capital. He went first to 
Ch'ang-an, where he was interviewed by Emperor Hsuan-tsung and then 
sent into exile, an exile that was perhaps not particularly severe since it 
included a stay in his home village. During his exile the country was shat¬ 
tered by the rebellion of An Lu-shan, a general of Sogdian and Turkish 
ancestry, whose forces swept over Lo-yang and Ch’ang-an and drove the 
Imperial Court into exile in 756. The Emperor fled, leaving affairs in the 
hands of the heir apparent, who rallied the government forces and suc¬ 
ceeded in suppressing the revolt. The T’ang dynasty lasted for more than 
another century and a half, but the central government gradually lost con¬ 
trol of the outlying areas. In its efforts to suppress the revolt the govern¬ 
ment found itself in severe financial difficulties. One money-raising method 
was to establish ordination platforms in each prefecture for the investiture 
of monks and the selling of certificates. Shen-hui was called to Lo-yang to 
assist in these efforts. He enjoyed exceptional success and contributed sub¬ 
stantial aid to the beleagured government. A new temple was built for him 
in the ruined city. He passed away in 762. 

Shen-hui was responsible for the establishment of the so-called Southern 
School of Ch’an in the capital cities. He succeeded in ensuring Hui-neng’s 
position as the Sixth Patriarch, a status that has been accepted without 
question from Shen-hui’s time on. Northern Ch’an did not simply vanish; 
there is evidence that it continued for several generations after P’u-chi’s 
death. Shen-hui’s own school seems to have suffered a fate similar to that 
of Northern Ch’an. He did have one famous descendant in a later genera¬ 
tion, the scholar priest Tsung-mi (780-841), but his school seems to have 
died out with the persecution of 845, when Buddhism, particularly that in 
the capital cities, suffered a setback from which it never recovered. 

Hui-neng, the Sixth Patriarch (born 638 near Canton; died 713), is ven¬ 
erated as one of the greatest figures in the history of Ch’an. An elaborate 
biography has grown -up about him, much of it legendary in nature. The 
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Liu-tsu t an-ching (Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch) purports to convey 
his teachings. An edition of this work was found at Tun-huang and later 
versions, many of them greatly enlarged, appeared over the centuries. The 
legend has it that Hui-neng, an illiterate peasant, joined the assembly of 
the Fifth Patriarch, where the priest Shen-hsiu was a leading disciple. There 
he displayed his innate understanding and was secretly designated as the 
Sixth Patriarch. He instructed a large number of disciples at his temple at 
Ts’ao-ch’i. Some sources state that when Shen-hsiu was invited to the Impe¬ 
rial Court by the Empress Wu, Hui-neng and other famous Ch’an masters 
were called at the same time. Hui-neng is said to have declined the invita¬ 
tion. Scholars are divided on the question of how much fabrication the sto¬ 
ries of Hui-neng contain. Yanagida Seizan has argued rather persuasively 
that the Platform Sutra was the product of an entirely different and unrelat¬ 
ed school of Ch’an, namely the Niu-t’ou (Oxhead) School, which claimed a 
succession from Fourth Patriarch Tao-hsin through Fa-jung (594-667) and 
Chih-yen (577-654). 


The Rise of Rural Ch’an 

By the middle of the eighth century the T’ang dynasty was collapsing, and 
the Ch’an of the capital cities began to lose its status. Northern Ch’an and 
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the Ch’an of Shen-hui still persisted, but other schools were arising in out¬ 
lying areas controlled by local warlords. These are the forerunners of the 
Ch’an we know today. Their origins arc obscure; the power of Shen-hui’s 
preaching is shown by the fact that they all trace themselves to Hui-neng. 
The Szechwan School established by Chih-hsien (609-702), a disciple of the 
Fifth Patriarch, also flourished at this time. A Tun-huang document, the Li- 
tai fa-pao chi (Historical record of the Dharma-treasure), composed around 
780, details its history and teachings. It contains an exposition of the teach¬ 
ings of Wu-chu (714-774), fourth in the lineage of this school. It does not 
take sides in the conflict between Northern and Southern Ch’an, no longer 
a live issue. It acknowledges Hui-neng as the Sixth Patriarch, but makes 
the obviously spurious claim that Bodhidharma’s robe, handed down to 
Hui-neng and symbol of the transmission within Ch’an, had been given by 
Hui-neng to the Empress Wu, who in turn presented it to Chih-hsien. 

Symbols of the transmission played an important role in early Ch’an. 
Shen-hui had claimed that Bodhidharma’s robe was handed down within 
the school until it reached Hui-neng, at which time it was no longer trans¬ 
ferred to the succeeding heir. The Platform Sutra indicates that a copy of the 
sutra itself serves as a symbol of transmission. The principal symbol of 
transmission, however, was the transmission verse (ch'uati fa chieh). In Ch’an 
these verses were used to epitomize the teachings or to reveal the degree of 
the writer’s enlightenment. With the later emphasis on “a separate trans¬ 
mission outside of the teaching, not dependent on words and phrases,” 
these verses played a significant role in the teaching. Transmission verses 
attributed to the first six patriarchs are found in the Platform Sutra and also 
in the Pao-lin chuan , a Ch’an biographical compilation dating to around 800 
that is not included among the works found at Tun-huang. From this time 
on, it became customary for Ch’an masters to compose such verses when 
they were about to die, and thus to transmit the essence of their teaching. 

The Tun-nuang documents include many apocryphal sutras and works of 
dubious origin that were attributed to the early patriarchs, particularly 
Bodhidharma. Quite soon after the introduction of Buddhism into China 
these works began to appear. A catalogue dating to 730 lists some 403 spu¬ 
rious sutras. Perhaps as many as a thousand were composed. The Chinese 
compilers of the canonical collections made great efforts to exclude them 
from the Tripitaka. Many have been lost; many are known by name alone, 
others by fragmentary quotations. Some of these apocryphal works were of 
high literary value and of great use to Buddhists, and they played a 
significant role in early Ch’an. Typical among these was the Chin-kang san- 
mei ching (Diamond Samadhi Sutra) composed perhaps by 680. Scholars 
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. i , , „L r Bodhidharma with that of the East 

hold that this work links the thought or tfoui 

Mountain School of the Fifth Patriarch. , . . , , 

„ i i* u«A cUpA many or the characteristics derived 

By the ninth century Ch an had shea mai y 

from India and had acquired a more practical Chinese character, merging 
into the everyday life of the people. A new school developed in Chiang-hsi 
and Hunan, and its leaders were two men whom we have not mentioned 
up to now, Ma-tsu Tao-i (709-788) and Shih-t ou Hsi-ch ten (700-790), 
disciples of the two putative heirs of the Sixth Patriarch, Nan-yueh Huai- 
jang and Ch’ing-yuan Hsing-ssu. Neither Nan-yueh nor Ch mg-yuan are 
among the ten major disciples of Hui-neng listed in the Tun-huang edition 
of the Platform Sutra, but standard Ch an tradition lists them as disciples: 
further evidence that by this time it was necessary for all Ch an schools to 
claim a lineage traceable to Hui-neng, the Sixth Patriarch. 

Chiang-hsi and Hunan were rich, fertile regions, controlled by local gov¬ 
ernors who were becoming more and more independent of the central gov¬ 
ernment. Ma-tsu and Shih-t’ou made converts of the local landowners and 
warlords and became famous as the two great Masters of these areas. Their 
Chan differed from that of the capital cities. It was rural, rustic, popular; 
and it sought lay support. Priests wandered among the common people 
while engaging in their ascetic practices. From mid-T ang on, this Ch an 
rejected the formal trappings of Buddhism, the union of meditation and 
wisdom,” and the intellectualism of the Ch’an of the capital cities. It did not 
reject meditation as such, but sought enlightenment within the activities of 
everyday life, and spoke of Buddhism in terms of such daily activities as 
drawing water and chopping wood. 

Ma-tsu came from Szechwan, where he first studied under a master of the 
Szechwan school. Later he came to Nan-yueh and became an heir in the line 


of the Sixth Patriarch. His teaching is referred to as Hung-chou Ch an, tak¬ 
ing its name from the area of Chiang-hsi where he taught. Described as a 
huge man of imposing presence, he was an original and independent priest, 
proud of his rural origins. Throughout his life he retained his family name 
Ma, and the stories in which he figures make frequent mention of animals, 
tools, and other artifacts of his rural background. 

Shortly after his death the first yu-lu (recorded sayings) appeared, repre¬ 
senting a new departure in Chinese Buddhism. No longer was there con¬ 
cern for doctrinal matters; the text dealt with problems of spiritual progress 
in dialogues between master and disciple, sermons, lectures and verses, 
written in colloquial language and filled with slang and everyday sayings. 
Such expressions as “everyday mind is the way” and “this very mind is Bud¬ 
dha” reflect Ma-tsu’s emphasis on the present; everyday life was the activ- 
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icy of the Buddha-naturc. He held that all striving, all practice with the aim 
of gaining awakening, all distinctions of good and bad, were the activities 
of a mind concerned with birth and death. He held that everyone is poten¬ 
tially a Buddha, but that one does not become a Buddha merely by sitting 
in meditation. 

Ma-tsu is said to have had a large number of disciples, of various types: 
the number varies from eighty to eight hundred. Although Ma-tsu himself 
had no contact with the Buddhism of the capital cities, his teachings grad¬ 
ually became known toward the end of his life and after he had passed away. 
Several of his students preached in Ch’ang-an and lectured to the Imperial 
Court. Some had been scholars of Buddhism; others retreated into isolation 
in the mountains and were not heard from again; others were well-known 
laymen. 

The Pao-lin chuan (Transmission of the Pao-Lin Temple) is a history of this 
new Zen. Written in 800, it records the lineage of the Ch’an school from 
India through the Sixth Patriarch. The work was never incorporated into 
the Tripitaka, although at one time it must have been fairly widely used. It 
is a ten-volume work, several volumes of which are missing. One volume 
was discovered in the 1930s in a Kyoto temple, indicating that copies had 
come to Japan. According to the T’ien-t’ai lineage, the transmission had 
been cut off in India with the Twenty-fourth Patriarch. Ch’an, in order to 
establish a continuity, maintained that there were in fact twenty-eight Indi¬ 
an Patriarchs, leading to Bodhidharma. The Pao-lin chuan covers them all, 
followed by the Chinese Patriarchs down to Hui-neng. Although the chap¬ 
ter on Hui-neng is missing, a verse contained in the biography of 
Prajnatara, the Twenty-seventh Patriarch, predicts the coming of Nan-yueh 
and Ma-tsu—evidently a piece of propaganda for the new Ch’an. The Plat- 
forrn Sutra had given transmission verses for the six Chinese Patriarchs; the 
Pao-lin chuan gives them for all the Indian Patriarchs as well, establishing a 
precedent followed in all later histories. The Pao-lin chuan was a compila¬ 
tion of major importance, designed to proclaim the start of Hung-chou 
Ch’an. Incidentally, it is not found among the Tun-huang documents, 
which make no reference to this new school of Ch’an. 

The independent Ch’an movement begun by Ma-tsu soon developed into 
organized groups of considerable size. Once established, these organizations 
had to provide shelter, food, and clothing for those who stayed at the temple. 
The regulations of Indian Buddhism forbade productive work. In India the 
monks depended entirely on lay support. In China these regulations were 
not feasible, especially among groups in isolated areas that did not enjoy 
government protection or the support of wealthy parishioners. Ma-tsu’s 
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disciple Pai-chang Huai-hai (720-814) composed new regulations in the 
Pai-chang cb’ing-kuei (Pure regulations of Pai-chang), which is no longer 
extant, although a Yuan dynasty version exists. 

The first extant code is the Ctian-men kuei-shih (Ch’an regulations) 
appended to the biography of Huai-hai in the Ctiing-te ch'uan-teng-lu of 
1004. This brief work proclaims the need for independent Ch’an regula¬ 
tions, describes the monks’ hall where a communal meditative life is to be 
led, and states that a monk’s position within the hall should be based on 
the length of time spent in the monastery, not on social status. It calls for 
meditation platforms to be erected along the walls of the monks’ hall and 
provides for stands and shelves for storage of the monks’ belongings. It sets 
up rules for assemblies in the Dharma hall to hear the Master’s lectures and 
to question or discuss Ch’an matters with him. It prescribes work periods 
for all members of the community and establishes procedures for expelling 
offenders who breach the regulations. 

But this code reveals only a small part of the regulations that existed 
prior to the year 1000. The first work of a comprehensive character was the 
Ctian-yiian ch’ing-kuei (Pure regulations of the garden of Zen) of 1103. 
Used widely during the Sung dynasty, this served as a model for later codes 
in both China and Japan. It gives detailed regulations for (1) the proper use 
and observance of Hinayana and Mahayana precepts, (2) clothing, equip¬ 
ment and documentation, including procedures for requesting overnight 
lodging or entrance into a monastery, (3) etiquette at meals, (4) meeting 
with the abbot for guidance and instruction, (5) the conduct of regular 
monastery activities, (6) the appointment of temple officers, (7) sutra recita¬ 
tion, and official letters, (8) hygiene, and treatment of ill monks, and (9) 
procedures to be followed when a monk dies, and for the installation of new 
abbots. 

While Huai-hai was formulating rules for the monastic community, other 
Ch’an practitioners engaged in solitary practice in isolated areas or chose to 
travel about the country, having little if anything to do with Ch an com- 1 - 
munities. This tendency was more prevalent in the school that developed 
under Shih-t’ou Hsi-ch’ien (700-790) than among the disciples of his con¬ 
temporary Ma-tsu. Shih-t’ou preferred a life of mountain solitude to com¬ 
munity living. He left behind poems widely used in Ch’an circles, Ts'an- 
t’ung chi (In praise of identity) and Ts'ao-an ko (Song of the grass hut). His 
followers appear to have emulated him in seeking seclusion in the moun¬ 
tains, and they too were frequently moved to express themselves in verse. 

While this new Ch’an was developing in Chiang-hsi and Hunan, the 
intellectual Ch’an of the capital cities was represented by such figures as the 
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scholar and philosopher Kuei-feng Tsung-rm (780-841), whose temple was 
located close to Ch’ang-an. Originally from Szechwan, where he studied 
under a priest of the Szechwan school named Shen-hui, for some reason he 
later claimed to be a fifth-generation descendant of the famous Shen-hui 
(the champion of Hui-neng), whose name is written with the same charac¬ 
ters. In his youth Tsung-mi read works of the First Patriarch of Hua-yen 
Buddhism as well as the apocryphal but important Yiian-cbueh ching (Sutra 
of Perfect Enlightenment). He studied under the Hua-yen master Ch’eng- 
kuan (738-838), receiving his sanction, and became the Fifth Patriarch of 
the Hua-yen Sect. At the same time he was the fifth and last Patriarch in 
the succession of the Ho-tse Sect, as Shen-hui’s school was called. Tsung-mi 
was greatly honored. He obtained the conversion of the prime minister, P’ei 
Hsiu (797-870), and was called on to lecture at court. He was a prolific 
writer, compiling the hundred-volume Ctian-yiian chu-ch'iia?i (Compendium 
of interpretations of the fundamentals of Ch’an), of which only the preface, 
itself a substantial work, remains, as well as an extensive commentary on 
the Yiian-chiieh ching , in which he attempted to reconcile an academic 
approach to Buddhism with Ch’an. These writings had considerable 
influence on later Neo-Conrucianists. 

Tsung-mi died in 841, a few years before the great persecution of Bud¬ 
dhism by the Emperor Wu-tsung in 845-846. On the surface this event 
represented a confrontation between Taoism and Buddhism, but in actual¬ 
ity it was a desperate attempt on the part of the hard-pressed central gov¬ 
ernment, which had been in disarray since the An Lu-shan rebellion of 756, 
to gain some measure of political, economic, and military relief by preying 
on the Buddhist temples with their immense wealth and extensive lands. 
Buddhist statues of bronze, iron, gold, and silver were ordered to be turned 
over to the government. Efforts were made to eliminate the great number 
of tax-exempt individuals, chiefly monks and nuns and slaves who worked 
in the temples. According to the Ctiiu T’ang-shu (Old T’ang history), some 
4,600 temples were destroyed, over 40,000 smaller temples removed; 
260,500 monks and nuns returned to lay life, vast land holdings were 
confiscated, and 150,000 slaves belonging to the temples were made sub¬ 
ject to a double tax. Metropolitan Buddhism was delivered a blow from 
which it never recovered, but Ch’an practitioners in outlying areas were lit¬ 
tle affected, and the descendants of Ma-tsu and Shih-t’ou used the occasion 
to propagate their style of Ch’an, which from late T’ang on dominated Chi¬ 
nese Buddhism. 
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The Five Houses 

Various schools prospered for a while only to die out, others prospered and 
continue to this day. They are generally referred to as the Five Houses and 
Seven Schools of Ch’an. The first of these Houses was that of Kuei-yang, 
one of two lines that descended from Ma-tsu. Its founders were Ling-yu 
(771-853), who resided at Kuei-shan in Hunan, and his disciple Hui-chi 
(807-883), who taught at Yang-shan in Chiang-hsi. The name Kuei-yang 
represents a combination of these two place-names. Although not located 
in the capital, this new Ch’an gained the patronage of high officials in the 
central government, including Prime Minister P’ei Hsiu. 

Emperor Wu-tsung died in 846, and Hsuan-tsung, who succeeded him, 
immediately called off the anti-Buddhist movement and eased to a certain 
degree the strict restrictions that had been placed on Buddhism. The Five 
Houses did not exist in isolation; there was a certain interaction among 
them in the period following the Buddhist suppression. Stories in the his¬ 
tories and yu-lu indicate that the various masters and their disciples visited 
one another, tested one another, respected and at times disdained one 
another. Each master had his distinctive style of teaching. Some used the 
shout, some the stick, some more gentle methods of guiding their students 
toward enlightenment. 

The second of the Five Houses was that of Lin-chi I-hsiian (d. 866), 
known in Japan as the Rinzai Sect. Lin-chi derives its name from the small 
temple in Hopei in which I-hsiian lived. After the persecutions had ended, 
Lin-chi, who had the support of Prime Minister P’ei Hsiu, received the 
teachings of his master, Huang-po Hsi-yuan (d. 850?). Lin-chi was origi¬ 
nally from Tsao-chou in present-day Shantung. He had a literary Buddhist 
background, having studied the Yogacara, Vijnaptimatra, and other doc¬ 
trines. At the age of twenty-five he abandoned his scholarly pursuits to 
study with Hsi-yuan at Mt. Huang-po, becoming his heir after many years 
of study. Lin-chi’s temple was located in Chen-chou in Hopei, an area which 
had long been a bastion against attacks from barbarians to the north, and 
the warlords who controlled the area were virtually beyond the control of 
the central government. Thus the anti-Buddhist regulations were largely 
ignored here. Lin-chi stressed a form of Buddhism compatible with the 
thinking of the powerful lords, who had little sympathy for the Han cul¬ 
tural sphere south of the Yangtze. He is famous for the use of the shout and 
the stick. His preaching reflected a thoroughgoing criticism of established 
values and a complete rejection of formalized sitting. To engage in long¬ 
standing Buddhist practices was described as creating the karma leading to 
hell. He called for true understanding on the part of the practitioners and 
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ascribed its absence to a lack of faith. Faith in oneself means to live fully in 
the present, to activate in oneself an unconditioned ability not to discrimi¬ 
nate. Inability to accomplish this is due to incompetent teachers and long¬ 
standing traditions, to delusions created by man. 

The third of the Five Houses, Ts’ao-tung (in Japan, Soto), was established 
by Tung-shan Liang-chieh (807-869). He studied under several well- 
known masters, including Kuei-shan Ling-yu (771-853). Kuei-shan sent 
him to study with Yiin-yen T’an-sheng (780-841), whose heir he became. 
Tung-shan wandered widely, meeting with his fellow masters, and many of 
these encounters are recorded in his yu-lu. He studied, practiced, and 
taught in the relatively peaceful Chiang-hsi area, under conditions quite the 
opposite of those under which Lin-chi worked. His association with Ch'an 
masters of varied backgrounds gave him a comparatively broad view of the 
Ch’an of his time. His teacher, Yun-yen, was the author of a poetical work, 
the Pao-ching san-mei , which is highly valued in the Ts’ao-tung sect and 
recited daily in its services. It is a rather abstruse work that sets forth the 
concept of the five ranks, or steps through which this doctrine is to be com¬ 
prehended. Tung-shan had two major disciples, Ts’ao-shan Pen-chi 
(840-901) and Yiin-chii Tao-ying (d. 902), from whose line all current 
Ts’ao-tung school masters descend. The Ts’ao-tung School derives its name 
from a combination of Ts ao-shan and Tung-shan, the names of the moun¬ 
tains on which these masters lived. 

Ch’an flourished also in southern and western China. In South China in 
the area of present-day Canton the Yiin-men school, the fourth of the Five 
Houses, flourished, and the Fa-yen, the Fifth House, developed somewhat 
later in the Fukien and Honan areas. The area around Fu-chow was fertile 
and economically stable and had been the home of several ot the priests 
famous in the late T ang. Here a noted master, Hsueh-feng I-ts un 
(822-908), taught, and under him came Yiin-men Wen-yen (862/4-949) 
and later Fa-yen Wen-i (885-958). The Houses they founded produced sev¬ 
eral masters during the Sung period who were celebrated for their literary 
accomplishments. 

Of the Five Houses of Ch’an, Kuei-yang lasted almost one hundred and 
fifty years and eventually merged with the Lin-chi school; Yiin-men flourished 
among the upper classes of society during the Sung, but gradually declined 
during the Southern Sung and died out in the Yiian. Fa-yen similarly flour¬ 
ished in early Sung and died out in the Southern Sung. Only Lin-chi and 
Ts’ao-tung continued as schools of Ch’an, Lin-chi being by far the larger 
and more active. As for the Seven Schools, they refer to the Five Houses 
plus the two branches of Lin-chi that stem from Shih-shuang Ch’u-yiian 
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(986-1039), the Yang-ch’i founded by Yang-ch’i Fang-hui (992-1049), 
and the Huang-lung founded by Huang-lung Hui-nan (1002-1069). The 
Huang-lung never prospered greatly, although some famous Sung figures 
such as the poet Su Tung-p’o (1036-1101), the statesman Wang An-shih 
(1021—1086), and the minister Chang Shang-ying (1043-1121) were asso¬ 
ciated with it. The Yang-ch’i school developed somewhat later and attract¬ 
ed a large number of the literati, members of the upper bureaucracy, all of 
whom were staunch Neo-Confucianists, yet linked themselves with Ch’an 
temples. 

The development of this vibrant Ch’an culture was chronicled in numer¬ 
ous historical records. Some are lost, and only fragments or their names 
alone remain; others have been preserved and incorporated into Tripitika 
collections. An early work was the Tsu-t’ang chi, compiled in 952 by two 
Korean monks of whom nothing is known. It records the biographies of 
some two hundred and forty-six Ch’an patriarchs from the fabulous Seven 
Buddhas of the Past to Hsueh-feng I-t’sun, providing records of their teach¬ 
ings and of question-and-answer sessions in which they took part, miscel¬ 
laneous writings, and transmission verses. The work was published at 
Haein-ssu in Korea in 1245, but was not included in the Tripitaka, for 
which blocks were being cut at the time. It lay unused until discovered by 
Japanese scholars in 1900. The book is important for the information it 
contains that is not found elsewhere, and for the light it sheds on T’ang col¬ 
loquial language. What connection, if any, this work had with the most 
famous of Ch’an histories, the Ching-te chuan-teng lu (Record of the trans¬ 
mission of the lamp), is not known. The latter was completed in 1004 and 
presented to the throne in 1011. It contains thirty volumes of the records 
biographies, sayings, conversations of Ch’an monks up to shortly before its 
compilation. Traditionally the work is said to contain the biographies of 
1,701 monks; in actuality there are biographies of 960. The names of the 
remaining monks are simply listed. This work set the precedent for numer¬ 
ous works of the same genre, published over the centuries. 


Later History of Ch’an 

Buddhism in the Sung period is usually described as in a state of decline. 
.The Sung government, hard-pressed for funds, began to sell monks 
certificates instead of granting them to those who had passed examinations 
on the scriptures. The holders were entitled to exemption from taxation and 
labor service. 

The development of printing greatly influenced Buddhism and the whole 
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of Chinese culture in the Sung. Tripitaka collections and individual works 
were printed and received wide distribution. Thus works of the T’ang and 
Five Dynasties periods were made readily available for the first time. Fre¬ 
quently they were edited to eliminate some of the colloquialisms and to 
couch them in more elegant literary language. Neo-Confucian tracts were 
also produced in abundance, and anti-Buddhist polemics gained a wider 
circulation. In late T’ang Chinese scholars had begun to concern themselves 
once again with the Chinese cultural heritage, and in early Sung they 
turned to the Confucian classics as a source for a system of ethics, and devel¬ 
oped a metaphysics that served to refute Buddhist practices and doctrines. 
They attacked the doctrine of sfmyata , emptiness, which they ascribed to 
Ch’an Buddhists despite the latter’s lack of interest in doctrinal analysis. 
Actually, these new Confucianists, while attacking Ch’an, adopted many of 
its practices, such as meditative sitting. 

Another factor that led to the decline of Ch’an was the expansion of the 
civil service examination system. Begun in the Han, it had developed dur¬ 
ing the T’ang and reached a highly elaborate form in the Sung. These 
examinations were held every three years for scholars who sought positions 
in the imperial bureaucracy, and those who passed were assured positions of 
power and prestige. Since the examinations were based mainly on the Con¬ 
fucian Classics, all candidates had to memorize these works and to be capa¬ 
ble of writing essays in a specified and appropriate style. References to Bud¬ 
dhism were excluded. In fact, four times during the Sung edicts were issued 
forbidding the quotation of Ch’an works in the examinations, which indi¬ 
cates both the continued popularity of Ch’an and the zeal of the Neo-Con- 
fucians in trying to root it out. 

During the early Sung, the publication of Ch’an works increased greatly, 
especially in the areas of Chekiang and Fukien that had largely escaped the 
disturbances of the late T’ang and Five Dynasties periods. The Ch’ing-te 
ch’uan-teng In , a Fa-yen work, brought a new dimension to Ch’an, for its sto¬ 
ries form the basis of the koan collections so prominent in the Ch’an of the 
Sung period. The Yun-men School also produced several priests of literary 
distinction, notably Fo-jih Ch’i-sung (1007-1072), who sought in his writ¬ 
ings to effect a rapprochement between Ch’an and Neo-Confucianism. As 
biographical compilations and they//-/// of individual masters became more 
readily available, the encounter stories, the question-and-answer dialogues 
between Ch’an masters and their disciples, were avidly studied, and used in 
practice. In time these koans began to lose their freshness and degenerated 
into intellectual constructions. The masters of the Yun-men and Fa-yen 
Houses had established a custom of providing their own comments on old 
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stories or koan, adding verses or giving alternative answers to some dialogues. 
Early in the Sung period Hsiieh-tou Ch’ung-hsien (980-1052) produced a 
compilation of verses commenting on koan stories, entitled Pai-tse sung-ku 
(One hundred koans with comments in verse), which represented a further 
step toward the literary approach to Ch’an through works suitable for 
study, memorization, and discussion, and away from the free and spontaneous 
Ch’an of the T’ang. Later, Yiian-wu K’o-ch’in (1063-1135) of the Yang- 
ch’i line of the Lin-chi school made comments on the hundred koans that 
Hsiieh-tou had collected, and added his own verse and commentary. This 
was the most famous of koan collections, the Pi-yen Iti , or Blue Cliff Records . 

When the Sung court, under barbarian pressure, was forced to abandon 
its capital at K’ai-feng and move to the south in 1126, it established itself 
in Ling-an, south of the Yangtze, an area in which Buddhism had long 
flourished. The principal figures of the Yang-ch’i school of Lin-chi, who had 
the support of officials at the highest level of government, moved with 
them. The Sung government, in order to maintain control over Buddhism, 
instituted a large number of regulations and an elaborate administrative 
organization to carry them out. Chief among them was the Five Mountains 
and Ten Temple system, a form of temple ranking that was later introduced 
into Japan. Five principal mountains, or important temples, together with 
ten temples of lesser rank, were designated as official government temples. 
These temples were located chiefly in the areas of present-day Chekiang, 
Anhui, and Fukien provinces. Abbots were appointed by the Court, and 
one of their principal functions was to offer prayers and services for the 
emperor and the nation. This system further contributed to the formaliza¬ 
tion of temple activities and the stabilization of temple life. Since these des¬ 
ignated temples were generally in the area south of the Yangtze, many 
famous temples were never included in the classification. 

By far the most eminent Sung priest was Ta-hui Tsung-kao (1089—1163) 
whose successors played a prominent role in this Five Mountains system. 
He is most noted for organizing the koans into a system, making Ch’an 
more accessible to monks and laymen alike. By this time the Pi-yen lu had 
gained immense popularity, and students read the work eagerly, memoriz¬ 
ing passages, and seeking for answers to Ch’an within this book rather than 
attending to their own practice. Ta-hui, distressed by the situation, had the 
woodblocks of the book burned and any copies at hand destroyed, so great 
a hindrance to Ch’an practice did he find this work that had been compiled 
by his own teacher, Yiian-wu K’o-ch’in. 

Ta-hui was himself a prominent literary figure, and several works, includ¬ 
ing a collection of letters to prominent government officials, are associated 
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with his name. Ch’an was moving more and more towards expression in lit¬ 
erary terms. Despite his literary leanings, Ta-hui sought to return to the 
original form of the koan as a device for probing and illumining the depths 
of the mind. He advocated a form of meditation in which the whole body 
and mind was concentrated in an ardent search for enlightenment, always 
under the guidance of a teacher. He attacked the kind of Ch'an known as 
silent illumination (mo-chao) Ch’an, which failed, he felt, to instill the “great 
doubt,” so essential to awakening, and advocated instead “introspecting the 
koan” Ck’an-hua) Ch’an. Silent illumination or quiet sitting had, of course, 
long been subject to critical attack. Shen-hui accused Northern Ch’an of a 
meditation that consisted of examining the mind and examining purity. In 
the Sung “silent illumination” was associated with the Ts’ao-tung school, 
whose leading practitioner was Hung-chih Cheng-chueh (1091-1157). 
Despite spirited controversy, Hung-chih and Ta-hui were friends, indeed, 
Hung-chih requested that Ta-hui attend to his affairs after his death. Their 
disagreement has been seen as one between the Lin-chi and T> ao-tung 
schools', between the use of the koan and the reliance on meditation alone. 
During the Sung, however, the Ts’ao-tung school used the koan extensive¬ 
ly. Hung-chih himself compiled a collection of a hundred koans to which he 
attached verses. Later Wan-sung Hsing-hsiu (1166-1246) lectured twice 
on the collection and used it as the basis of his Ts ung-jung lu (Record of the 
Ts’ung-jung hermitage) published in 1224. This work occupied roughly the 
same position in the Ts’ao-tung School as did the Pi-yen lu in the Lin-chi, 
although the latter is far better known. The organized koan system was the 
hallmark of Sung Ch’an. This Ch an was exported to Japan by Chinese 
priests going to that country or through Japanese priests coming to the 
mainland for study. Virtually all extant Chinese texts made their way to 
Japan. One of the later works, of much greater importance in Japan than 
in China, was the Wu-men kuan, the Gateless Barrier (1229), compiled by 
Wu-men Hui-k’ai (1183-1260), a collection of forty-eight selected koan to 
which commentaries and verses were added. In form it is similar to the Pi- 
yen lti\ however, emphasis is placed on the celebrated wu (J. tnti) koan, to 
which Ta-hui Ch’an attached great importance, and which to this day is 
often the first koan assigned to the beginning student. 

In 1279 the Sung surrendered to the Mongol invaders and the Yuan 
dynasty was established. The Mongols embraced an uncomplicated tolk 
religion, as well as Lamaism; they were, however, sympathetic to existing Ch’an 
temples, protected them, and gave them support. Many Japanese came to 
China for study during this period, and the records show that a large num¬ 
ber of Chinese priests flourished at this time. Of particular importance was 
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the priest Chung-feng Ming-pen (1263-1323), who taught a form of Bud¬ 
dhism that combined Pure Land and Ch’an teachings. He had several 
Japanese disciples who were instrumental in establishing a school known as 
the Genju-ha, after the name of Chung-feng’s hermitage, and he was for a 
while a dominant force in Rinzai Zen in Japan. This association of Ch’an 
and Pure Land was not a new phenomenon. Already in the T'ang dynasty 
we hear of Ch’an priests, especially in the Fa-yen line, who advocated the 
calling of the Buddha’s name (nien-fo). Yung-ming Yen-shou (904-975), a 
second-generation Fa-yen monk, was an early supporter of this practice. He 
is famous as the compiler of the monumental Tsung-ching In (Mirror of the 
teaching) of 951, a work of 100 volumes that contains quotations from 
some sixty canonical works, selected passages from three hundred Indian 
and Chinese worthies, selections from yu-lu, and excerpts from the works of 
other schools of Buddhism. The work was designed as a means of bringing 
together Ch’an and the other schools of Buddhism. 

When the Yuan dynasty was succeeded by the native Chinese Ming 
dynasty (1368-1644), Ch’an had changed completely, although the tradi¬ 
tional transmission of the lineage from master to disciple was maintained. 
The koan Ch an of the Sung that had developed from the great masters of 
the late T’ang and Five Dynasties periods was no longer practiced. Neo- 
Confuciamsm continued to dominate in government and literati circles and 
Ch an and Pure Land doctrines, were taught side by side. Buddhism, part 
popular, part scholarly, continued to exist, but played an insignificant role 
in the intellectual scene. Celebrated Ch’an practitioners of the period 
include Yun-ch’i Chu-hung (1535—1615), a prolific writer whose Ch’an- 
knan ts’e-chin (Progress in the path of Ch’an) was widely used in both China 
and Japan, and Ou-i Chih-hsu (1599—1655), who emphasized a highly syn¬ 
cretic form of Buddhism that attempted to combine Ch’an with the teach¬ 
ing schools of Buddhism. 
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II. Ch’an Spirituality 

Thomas P. Kasulis 


A ccording to tradition, Ch'an Buddhism began with a smile, 
a knowing smile. The story is that the Buddha Sakyamuni was 
sitting with his disciples to give a lecture when, instead of 
speaking, he held up a flower, twirled it, and winked. Only one 
monk, Mahakasyapa, understood and smiled. That, according to the leg¬ 
end, was the birth of Ch an. But what did Mahakas'yapa know and how did 
he come to know it? 

The word ch’an ultimately derives from the Sanskrit term dhyana, a high- 
evel meditative state that achieves insight by quieting the passions. But 
how is this dhyana achieved and what is its function? Through dhyana what 
can one know? Chan’s very survival depended on its ability to answer these 

questions in a manner appropriate to its Chinese context in different his- 
torical periods. 

From Bodhidharma through Seng-ts’an, the first through the third patri¬ 
archs, Ch’an meditation was primarily solitary and consisted exclusively of 
sitting contemplation. Though meditation is important to virtually all 
Buddhist schools, in Bodhidharma’s case, even in the earliest legendary 
accounts of his life, meditation is given a unique prominence. On arriving 
at the Shao-lin temple, it is said, Bodhidharma sat for nine years “wall-gaz¬ 
ing ( pi-kuan ). We do not know exactly what this practice entailed, but 
obviously, given the story’s emphasis, the early Chinese Buddhist historians 
were struck by Bodhidharma’s single-minded focus on meditation instead 
of chanting, reading sutras, preaching, or writing commentaries. Further¬ 
more, this practice was meant to gain insight, not to develop magical pow¬ 
ers, a goal to which meditation had often been subordinated in traditions 
of that time, Taoist as well as Buddhist. Apparently, Bodhidharma did not 
even want disciples, and Hui-k’o, the eventual Second Patriarch, had to cut 
off his own arm before Bodhidharma would be moved by his earnestness 
and allow him to sit with him. 

What was the purpose of this wall-gazing? Again, there is no reliable 
documentation, but the traditional story is suggestive: Bodhidharma handed 
Hui-k’o a copy of the Lahkavatara Sutra as a sign of the Ch’an transmission. 
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This emphasis on the Laiikavatara Sutra continued for the next few gener¬ 
ations, early records often referring to Ch’an as a “Laiikavatara school.” So, 
the sutra must give at least a clue about the purpose of Bodhidharma’s sit¬ 
ting. 

The Laiikavatara Sutra , especially the sections translated into Chinese by 
Bodhidharma’s time, is an abstruse text so full of Indian Buddhist jargon 
that one wonders how well the early Ch’an Buddhists could have under¬ 
stood it. Two aspects stand out, however, as themes important throughout 
Ch’an history. First, as primarily an idealist text loosely associated with the 
Yogacara tradition, the Laiikavatara Sutra makes mind the basis for experi¬ 
ence. We know not the world itself, but the world as it appears in our 
minds. If the mind is pure, it reflects reality; if tainted, it distorts. Fortu¬ 
nately, .according to the Sutra, purity is attainable. Within each of us is the 
originally pure store-consciousness (alaya-vijhana), or alternatively, the 
Buddha-womb or Buddha-embryo (tathagatagarbha). By shutting down the 
functions of the egocentric passions in meditation, we can manifest this 
inherent enlightenment. 

The second emphasis in the Laiikavatara Sutra important to our purpos¬ 
es is ineffability. The sutra is conscious of its own limitations: words can 
only suggest or point; ultimately, the pure mind must be experienced 
through meditation to be understood. Like the emphasis on mind, the idea 
of the limitations of doctrine and the importance of experiential verification 
runs throughout the Ch’an tradition. It becomes increasingly important for 
Ch’an Buddhists to insist that their school is not based in any text (it is not 
a “Lankavatara school”). Rather, Ch’an’s basis is the direct transmission of 
mind from master to disciple. 

Three elements in the early Ch’an tradition ran counter to general Chi¬ 
nese spiritual tendencies. First, there was the emphasis on practicing alone 
or with just one’s master. China is a community-oriented society that 
frowns upon overly individualistic behavior. Although Taoism did have a 
tradition of the hermit recluse, the Confucian intellectuals increasingly crit¬ 
icized that lifestyle as antisocial, and hence not fully human. Whereas Indi¬ 
an mythology celebrated the superhuman realm of devas, buddhas, and 
bodhisattvas, the indigenous Chinese mythology sang the praises of human 
perfection, the sage-king. So for Ch’an to take root in China it had to mute 
its Indian transcendental tendencies and show an interest in societal life 
within this world. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the fourth Ch'an patriarch, Tao-hsin 
( 580 - 651 ), established the idea of a Ch’an monastic community in which 
monks cultivated fields as well as the mind. These communities could, 
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therefore, be self-sufficient, not depending on begging. Begging remained 
a spiritual exercise, but unlike Buddhist communities in India, the Ch’an 
Buddhists did not need the charity of others for survival. Although often 
secluded in mountains far from the secular society of the lowlands and 
cities, the Ch’an communities still developed social, as well as individual, 
character. This made them more acceptable to those holding traditional 
Chinese values. 

A second, closely associated, non-Chinese element in early Ch’an was its 
tendency toward escapism. To gaze at a wall for nine years is not only anti¬ 
social; it is also a rejection of the phenomena in everyday life. Even the 
Taoist hermits, upon leaving the secular world, communed with nature in 
the mountains. They at least were seeking at least a natural, if not social, 
harmony. Wall-gazing, on the other hand, seemed so introspective as to be 
solipsistic. To be accepted as a Chinese spiritual tradition, Ch’an had to inte¬ 
grate its introspective tendencies with the search for naturalness. The need 
for such integration is found in the story of the meeting between Tao-hsin 
and Niu-t ’ou Fa-jung (594-657). 

According to the legend, Tao-hsin, the strong advocate of meditation, 
work, and communal spirituality, went to visit the renowned Ch’an moun¬ 
tain recluse, Fa-jung. Fa-jung lived alone in the mountains among the wild 
beasts, emphasizing naturalness rather than communal meditation, hoping 
in this way to be a spontaneous manifestation of the buddha-activity. In this 
respect, Fa-jung acted much like a Taoist. When talking quietly with Fa- 
jung, Tao-hsin heard a tiger’s roar close by and was visibly shaken (or pre¬ 
tended to be). Fa-jung snorted, “There is still this in you.” When Fa-jung 
went away for a moment, Tao-hsin painted the character for “Buddha” on 
the rock Fa-jung used for a seat. When Fa-jung returned to sit down, he 
saw the character and hesitated. Tao-hsin retorted, “There is still this in 
you.” The tradition says that Fa-jung then became Tao-hsin’s student. 

In this story we see an emphasis on the need for integrating social and 
natural harmony. One should be at home and at peace with both nature and 
other people. One should also recognize that the Buddha-nature is 
omnipresent and that to retreat from society to find the Buddha is not to 
see what is right under you. 

In short, in the early seventh century, Ch’an developed two ideals that 
would remain central themes in its spirituality: monastic community and 
harmony with nature. Also, around this time there were the first indications 
of a subtle shift in emphasis from the Lankavatara Sutra to the Diamond 
Sutra , a text in the perfection of wisdom (prajnapdramita) tradition. Fa- 
jung’s own teachings, for example, interpreted enlightenment in terms of 
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5. Lin-chi (d.866), from a late 15th-century drawing by Soga Dasaku 


emptiness (sunyata) as much as mind. This shift in terminology would ulti¬ 
mately be an element in the schism between the northern and southern 
branches of Ch’an. 

Although both the Lankavatara and the Diamond sutras maintained the 
ineffability of enlightenment, the former’s emphasis on the purity of mind 
seemed more positive in formulation than the latter’s focus on emptiness. 
This difference is relevant to practice as well as theory. If dhyanas focus is 
the purification of mind, there can be gradations of purity and one may 
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need to practice continuously to maintain that purity. Such an interpreta¬ 
tion was associated with the northern branch established by Shen-hsiu 
(605-706) and rooted in the Lankavatara tradition. Emptiness, on the other 
hand, must be realized totally or not at all. So the southern branch associ¬ 
ated with Hui-neng (638-713) and the Diamond Sutra emphasized the sud¬ 
denness of realization. Shen-hui (670-762) provoked the conflict between 
the southern and northern schools after the deaths of both Shen-hsiu and 
Hui-neng. His apologetics claimed that only his master, Hui-neng, 
deserved the title of sixth patriarch, so Shen-hsiu’s tradition was unauthentic. 

Viewed from our historical distance, the philosophical difference was sim¬ 
ply a matter of emphasis. Even the “gradual enlightenment” masters in the 
north recognized the importance of conversion, the sudden turning point in 
one’s spiritual development. And the “sudden enlightenment” practitioners 
of the south admitted that insight had to be continuously integrated into 
everyday life. The Niu-t’ou (Oxhead) school, among others, managed not 
to ally itself with either faction, seeing itself as consistent with the thrust of 
both traditions. Why, then, did the difference between north and south 
result in schism instead of synthesis? A major factor was political. 

Through Empress Wu's patronage of Shen-hsiu, the northern branch of 
Ch an became urbanized, attaining the status of a state religion. In 
attempting to undermine the northern branch’s political base by calling 
into question the legitimacy of its lineage, Shen-hui cast the two branches 
as adversaries, and what were once differences in nuance became hard and 
fast positions. Then, as the political stability of the court declined, the 
northern school lost its base of support. So, too, did Shen-hui’s urban ori¬ 
ented lineage of the southern school. The more distant, rural, and less lit¬ 
erate centers of the southern branch were not seriously affected, however. 
The northern branch gradually died out and the southern branch endured, 
at least insofar as all future Ch’an patriarchs would trace their lineage 
through Hui-neng, not Shen-hsiu. Accompanying this development was 
the shift from the literary study of Ch’an in the cities to the practice of 
Ch’an amidst the everyday activities of the country. 

The next phase in the development of Ch’an spirituality resulted from the 
repercussions of the schism. In particular, as the Lankavatara Sfitra was de- 
emphasized, along with the associated ideal of mind-cultivation, the role of 
meditation also underwent reevaluation. Rather than using constant sitting 
to purify the mind, the masters developed new techniques to trigger the 
sudden manifestation of no-mind. Enlightenment was no longer cultivated 
in the meditation hall, but manifested suddenly in otherwise ordinary activ¬ 
ities: washing the bowls, hearing the bamboo strike a stone, seeing the 
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plum blossoms. Ma-tsu (709-788)—and such famous dharma descendants 
of his as Nan-ch’uan (748—835), Chao-chou (778—897), Huang-po 
(?-850?), and Lin-chi (?—866?)—developed shock techniques such as 
shouting, beating, and using irrational retorts to startle their students into 
realization. Their preliminary aim was to frustrate their disciples, bringing 
them to the brink of the breakdown known as the Great Doubt. Only then 
could they spur them to break through that crisis, to transcend all delusive 
egocentricity and to realize the way things really are. 

Such radical, disorienting techniques worked best within a larger, stable 
context of training. The rules of Pai-chang Huai-hai (720-814) established 
a comprehensive system to regulate all monastic affairs, at least those out¬ 
side the direct interaction between master and disciple. So the seemingly 
irrational, even bizarre, behavior of the masters was within a highly struc¬ 
tured environment. This was the strength of the enduring Lin-chi (Japan¬ 
ese Rinzai) lineage. 

The other major line continuing into the present is the Ts’ao-tung (Japan¬ 
ese Soto). This tradition placed less emphasis on the shock techniques of the 
Lin-chi line and more on meditation itself. Two founding patriarchs, Tung- 
shan (807-869) and Ts’ao-shan (840-901), were famous for developing the 
five ranks theory. This doctrine articulated in detail the fivefold relations 
between the universal and particular or the absolute and relative (cheng and 
p’ien). The theory outlined the various states of integration between the 
two, the enlightened state representing complete unity. Ts’ao-shan wrote 
extensive commentaries on the theory, using terminology borrowed from 
the I Ching , Confucianism, and other Chinese Buddhist philosophies. 

The systemization represented by the five ranks theory was by no means 
limited to the Ts’ao-tung school, however. The eighth century was a time 
in which various sets of categories and systems developed within all the 
Ch’an traditions. This interest in classification was partly a response to the 
comprehensive philosophical systems Hua-yen and T’ien-t’ai Buddhism 
had conceived in the preceding century and a half. These Chinese Buddhist 
schools had, for the first time, gone beyond the ideas of their Indian pred¬ 
ecessors and developed distinctively Chinese Buddhist interpretations of 
reality. Their hallmark was an interest in explaining the complete integra¬ 
tion and harmony of all things. 

Given the unsatisfactory attempts to explain Ch’an doctrine using the 
Indian Lankavatara or Diamond sutras, it was natural for the Ch’an Bud¬ 
dhists to be interested in Buddhist ideas developed in their own country, 
especially insofar as they could help articulate the meaning of harmony 
experienced through Ch’an practice. So even Lin-chi, for example, showed 
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a propensity for classification not found in Ma-tsu or Huang-po, using such 
schemata as the fourfold relation between guest and host, the three mys¬ 
teries, and the four classifications (relating to subject and object). Early 
commentators as well as modern scholars have pointed out the Hua-yen 
influence in these categories. Indeed, Tsung-mi (780-841), a master in the 
Ho-tse line, so integrated Hua-yen and Ch’an philosophies that he became 
a patriarch in both traditions. 

This tendency to look for indigenous rather than foreign roots for its tra¬ 
dition also affected Ch’an’s view of its texts. The Indian sutras were de- 
emphasized and a new form of textual tradition developed through the 
compilations of records or sayings (yu-lu) of the Ch’an masters. Although 
the masters did not generally write themselves, their students recorded 
their sayings for them, writing them posthumously and handing them 
down to future generations of Ch’an students. 

In the recorded sayings, we find the culmination of a process going back 
to the early days of Ch’an. The essence of enlightenment came to be iden¬ 
tified with the interaction between masters and students. Whatever insight 
clkrydna might bring, its verification was always interpersonal. In effect, 
enlightenment came to be understood not so much as an insight, but as a 
way of acting in the world with other people. It is significant, for example, 
that Lin-chi shifted his focus from the terminology of the “pure mind” to 
an emphasis on the “trueperson without status.” In this respect, Ch’an spir¬ 
ituality had become completely Sinicized. 

As the records of Ch’an masters accumulated and the Lin-chi as well as 
xS ao-tung schools put increasing emphasis on koan study, snippets of the 
records were collected separately in koan anthologies. So the key points in 
previous Ch’an encounters between masters and students became the vehi¬ 
cle for later interactions. Masters would assign students specific koans to 
ponder and break through, just as the original students in the Ch’an records 
had achieved insight when the koan had been first uttered. 

The Lin-chi and Ts’ao-tung schools ultimately diverged over how much 
emphasis should be given to such koan practice. In the twelfth century, 
Hung-chih (1091—1157) of the Ts’ao-tung school argued for a return to the 
silent illumination” of meditation, whereas his Lin-chi rival Ta-hui 
(1089—1163) criticized this view as an inauthentic divergence from under¬ 
standing enlightenment to be activity, not quiescence. Since the two masters 
remained on good terms personally throughout their lives, the difference 
was probably again a matter of degree. Hung-chih worried about an over¬ 
use of the koan practice that would reduce it to mere wordplay and verbal 
gymnastics, whereas Ta-hui wanted to prevent meditation from degenerating 
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into escapism. In any case, the descendants of these masters were not 
always so generous in their estimation of the other'position and the debate 
was even rekindled in Japan half a millennium later. 

A final stage in the development of Ch’an spirituality was its synthesis 
with Pure Land teachings during the Ming dynasty. The Pure Land tradi¬ 
tion focused on A-mi-t’o (J. Amida) Buddha as a salvational figure who 
would help those who expressed faith in him. By expressing trust in A-mi- 
t'o through visualizing his glorious form or voicing his name, the devout 
Pure Land Buddhist obtained the assurance of birth in the Pure Land. In 
the early days of Ch'an, there were some meditative Pure Land practices 
such as contemplating the image of A-mi-t'o, but these died out with the 
dominance of the southern Ch’an. 

By the tenth century, however, Pure Land Buddhism had become a 
significant spiritual force in China, and various Pure Land practices found 
their way into Ch'an communities. Sometimes these practices were consid¬ 
ered equivalents of Ch’an practice, sometimes supplements for those who 
could not succeed in the more rigorous Ch’an discipline, and sometimes 
anathema. Where they were accepted, a common interpretation was that 
the Buddha A-mi-t’o was not a transcendent saving deity on whom one had 
to depend, but a symbol for the buddhahood inherent in each person’s 
mind. In any case, by the end of the fourteenth century Pure Land practices 
were accepted in almost all Ch an temples. 

Reviewing this rich history, it is easy to miss the forest for the trees. One 
can focus too much on the differences among the schools and miss their 
common core. Indeed, at their worst moments even the Ch an Buddhists 
themselves engaged in divisive apologetics. But if we go back to 
Mahakasyapa’s smile, we can more clearly see what characterized the dis¬ 
tinctiveness of Ch’an spirituality in all its historical manifestations. 

Ch’an was founded not on a text or doctrine, not even on an explicitly 
defined practice. It originated in a gesture and a response Sakyamuni s 
twirling the flower and Mahakasyapa s smile. The essence of Ch an is in 
that singular moment of personal encounter wherein a master s insight 
touches the student’s inherent purity of being. The student is forever 
changed by seeing self and world from a new perspective. VC^hether the 
smile is the capstone of years of sitting in meditation or a sudden reversal 
in the direction one has been going, whether it is the complete expression 
of enlightenment or only its emergence, and whether it represents the puri¬ 
ty of mind or an immersion into emptiness are all secondary considerations. 
The interaction itself and the insight it triggers are the essence of Ch’an. On 
this point there is no disagreement. 
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III. Four Ch’an Masters 

Dale Wright 


W HEN, IN 833, the great Chinese Buddhist scholar, 
Kuei-feng Tsung-mi (780-841), completed his detailed 
description and evaluation of Ch’an Buddhism in his era, 
one kind of Ch’an that he paid particular attention to, 
especially by way of criticism, was what he called the Hung-chou school 
(see Zen no goroku 8, 156). This title referred to a new style of Ch’an spiri¬ 
tuality that originated in the Hung-chou region of south-central China 
(now northern Chiang-si province) and that was by 833 being rapidly dis¬ 
seminated throughout southern China. According to the leading historian 
of this religious movement, Yanagida Seizan, what Tsung-mi feared the 
dominance of this seemingly crude, rural form of spirituality was already 
a foregone conclusion. Indeed, retrospectively, we can see that all versions 
of Ch’an/Zen that exist today and that have been so influential in East 
Asian cultural history since the tenth century trace their emergence and lin¬ 
eage in some way to this Hung-chou Ch an. 

Historical origins are often obscure, and this is especially so in this case. 
How Hung-chou religious practices and concerns emerged out of and are 
related to the early Ch’an of the “East Mountain” monastery, or of 
Shen-hsiu and Shen-hui, or the voluminous Ch’an documents found at 
Tun-huang, is a puzzling issue. Nevertheless, it is clear that the teaching 
practice of one monk, the renowned Ma-tsu Tao-i (709-788), is what 
brought Hung-chou Ch’an to the forefront of T’ang dynasty religious con¬ 
cern. Originally a monk from Szechwan, Ma-tsu settled in the Hung-chou 
region of Chiang-si, where he developed a unique style of Ch an practice 
and teaching. Drawing upon the strength of his rural background, he 
rejected the practice in earlier Ch’an—indeed in Chinese Buddhism gener¬ 
ally—of a cloistered life of study, ritual, and meditation in favor of an active 
life of involvement in and among the people of this region. Traveling from 
town to town and temple to temple, lecturing publicly and to the local 
elite, and presenting an unschooled but powerful presence, Ma-tsu con¬ 
verted the people of this region to a dynamic new form of spirituality. 
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Records claim that Ma-tsu taught well over a hundred monks who, spread¬ 
ing out into adjacent areas, became the next generation of teachers propa¬ 
gating the Hung-chou style of Ch'an. 

By the early ninth century, during the time of the second and third gen¬ 
eration of monks following Ma-tsu, it appears that Hung-chou Ch’an had 
organized itself into clearly defined monastic communities supported by, in 
addition to their own labor, the increasingly prosperous villages and cities 
that spread out over the Chiang-si farmlands. These monasteries, only 
traces of which remain today, were typically located in mountain valleys 
often ten miles or so apart with supporting temples in the towns and cities. 
The most famous of these institutions at times housed up to a thousand 
practitioners, although generally they were smaller. Tradition tells us the 
Pai-chang Huai-hai (720-814), perhaps Ma-tsu’s most important student, 
was the first to construct a new set of monastic regulations to suit this new 
kind of Buddhist practice. A slightly later textual version of this code pub- 
ished in 1004, the Ch an-men-kuei-shih in the Transmission of the Lamp 
(T 51.250-1), is the oldest available to us. It describes the monastery lay- 
out with its focus on the monks hall where all practitioners meditate, eat, 
and sleep. It discusses hierarchy and organization, and stipulates rules of 
conduct for all participants. This and other documents also allude to kinds 

piritual practice characteristic of the community, on which we now focus 
our attention. 

he word Ch an means meditation, and that was no doubt the primary 
practice as well as descriptive characteristic of early Ch’an. Meditation had 
m t e eginning been one dimension of Buddhist practice, at least in 
p cip e if not in actuality, but the early Ch’an monks were the first in 
a to accord it a central place. Without discarding meditation altogeth¬ 
er, Hung-chou Ch’an seems to have once again shifted the focus of concern 
away from this contemplative practice. Without question, meditation con¬ 
tinued to have a role in their practice. But more often than recommending 
it, the literature of Hung-chou Ch’an criticizes the practice of meditation, 
or more precisely, it criticizes the attitude or understanding in terms of 
which meditation was being practiced. 

A famous story in one biography of Ma-tsu’s teacher, Nan-yueh 
Huai-jang, in the Transmission of the Lamp , has traditionally been taken as 
the most powerful expression of this point. Ma-tsu, a student eager for spir¬ 
itual progress, sat long hours in meditation. Observing his absorption one 
day, his teacher asked the obvious question, “What is the great virtue of sit¬ 
ting in meditation?” Ma-tsu replied, “Accomplishing Buddhahood!” The 
teacher then picked up a tile and began to rub it on a stone. Ma-tsu asked, 
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“What are you doing?" “Making a mirror.” Ma-tsu asked again, “How is it 
possible to obtain a mirror by rubbing a tile?” The story ends with 
Huai-jang’s rhetorical question, “How is it possible to obtain Buddhahood 
by sitting in meditation?" (T 51.240c). 

That it would indeed bring about that goal was an assumption of early 
Ch’an. But at least by Ma-tsu's time some teachers began to conclude that 
the understanding supporting this practice had che effect of precluding the 
very realization to which it was directed. What practice aimed at a goal of 
attainment presupposes is that human beings lack something fundamental, 
that there is something that is attainable from someplace else. But this is 
just what the Hung-chou masters denied: “Since you are already 
fundamentally complete, don't add on spurious practices” (< Cb’uan-hsin fa- 

yao, T 48.379c). f 

One of the most common Hung-chou sayings provides the rationale tor 

this shift of understanding concerning the practice of meditation or any 
other practice: "This very mind is Buddha!” What Ma-tsu and others com¬ 
municated through this saying is that what seems to be the most remote, 
transcendental goal is, paradoxically, nearest to us. Hung-chou monks, like 
other Buddhists before them, spoke of enlightenment as a “return,” a 
return to and encounter with one's own deepest nature. This “original 
nature," a spontaneous attunement to the world, is what is most easily 
overlooked in the act of striving for a remote goal. Therefore, Huang-po (d. 
850), Pai-chang’s most celebrated student, responds to the question How 
does one bring about enlightened mind?—in the following way: 


“Enlightenment is not something to be attained. If right now you bring forth 
this 'non-attaining' mind, steadfastly not obtaining anything, then this is 
enlightened mind. Enlightenment is not a place to reside For this reason 
there is nothing attainable. Therefore, [the Buddha] said: When I was still 
in the realm of Dipamkara Buddha, there was not the slightest thing attain¬ 
able'.” (Wan Ling-lu, T 48.385c; Blofeld, 83) 


The act of striving is itself what creates the distance or separation that striv¬ 
ing seeks to overcome. A "dualism” separating the practitioner from the 
goal of practice was the presupposed background that had supported not 
only the practice of meditation but also the entirety of Buddhist practice. 
Yet even striving could not be rejected in a dualistic way, somehow the 
appropriate posture was beyond both extremes, striving and its negation. 
Thus, The Extensive Record ofPai-chang (Pai-chang kuang-lu) claims: 

A Buddha is a person who does not seek. If you seek this you spoil it. The 
principle is one of non-seeking. Seek it and it is lost. If one holds onto non¬ 
seeking, this is still the same as seeking. (411) 
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The admonition not to seek, difficult indeed in an institution centered on 
spiritual quest, functioned to direct the practitioner to what is already here, 
that is, to the “ordinary” that one previously hoped to transcend. This redi¬ 
rection of attention to the “ordinary” and the “everyday” is perhaps the 
most characteristic theme of Hung-chou Ch’an. For them, “Everyday mind 
is the Way.” Meditation, therefore, need not be a special activity requiring 
its own time, setting, and posture. Every moment of life, “sitting, standing, 
or lying down,” ought to be seen as a primordial manifestation of Buddha- 
nature. This reorientation to the ordinary enabled a dramatic transforma¬ 
tion of Ch’an practice—anything could be considered a “practice” if by 
practice one means, not one activity among others that one does toward a 
pregiven goal, but just what one does. According to Tsung-mi’s more tra¬ 
ditional point of view this went too far, even to the point of regarding “the 
moving of a muscle or the blinking of an eye” as a sign of Buddha-nature. 
A sanctification of the ordinary meant that, to be a Buddhist, one need not 
speak in a classical language; ordinary, colloquial language w$;j fYCfl c!o§Cr 
to the fundamental attunement within which one dwells by birthright any- 
way. The manual labor that at least partially supported the Hung-chou 
monasteries could likewise be taken, not as something menial and base, but 
as a practice expressing one’s deepest nature. “Chopping wood and carry¬ 
ing water, the most ordinary of-T’ang dynasty tasks, were to be seen as the 
or inary Way itself. Given this reversal of Buddhist priorities, the pre- 
ptuous young monk, Lin-chi, could say that what his teacher, 
oang-po, had to transmit to him was “not much" (T 47.504c; Sasaki, 5 1). 
na at t e extra-ordinary was to be found nowhere except within the ordi- 
nary was perhaps the most important principle in T’ang dynasty Buddhist 
ou g t generally, and had therefore been formulated in various theoretical 
ays e ore Ma-tsu s time. What the Hung-chou masters contributed to 
IIS principle was twofold: first, a realization that the principle had the 
ect o undermining the theoretical (and dualistic) formalism within 

w nc it was established, and second, a way of integrating the principle into 
authentic daily life. ^ F 

Integrating Ch an thought and realization into daily life required not 
on y a new way of acting, but also a new way of speaking. No practice so 
istinct Y' characterizes Hung-chou Ch’an as its discursive practice. In 
examining the kinds of rhetoric found in the literary traditions of 
ung-chou Ch an, we need to reflect briefly on our sources. There are 
numerous texts that transmit this kind of Ch’an to us. They consist not in 
the writings of Hung-chou masters but in collections of “sayings” remem¬ 
bered, recorded, and circulated among monks and laypeople of the area. 
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These include segments of lectures, question and answer sessions, uncon¬ 
textualized sayings, and descriptions of actions—especially encounters 
between Ch'an masters—all of which circulated in manuscript form until 
they were collected, edited, and printed in later centuries. What this means 
is that our sources for and access to Hung-chou Ch'an, like any other great 
epoch of spirituality, are historically mediated. We understand Hung-chou 
Ch’an today via the intense religious interests and needs of later monks (in 
the early Sung dynasty and beyond) reflected in their projects of collecting, 
editing, and publishing texts. 

The Hung-chou masters did not write for ideological reasons—they 
rejected the kinds of formal study that characterized Buddhist practice up 
until their time. Following Bodhidharma’s criticism of "dependence on 
words and letters,” they sought a mode of being free from the kinds of clo¬ 
sure and rigidity that language and texts suggested to them. They tended 
to stress their difference from earlier traditions in order to set out a ‘new 
identity for practicing monks. In retrospect, we can see that these differ¬ 
ences, while real, were not as great as Hung-chou rhetoric claimed. The 
language of Pai-chang and Huang-po, for instance, is laced with references 
to Buddhist sutras; clearly, they were accustomed to closing an argument 
with a sutra quotation, thereby substantiating the point, as was the prac¬ 
tice in Buddhist discourse. Sometimes, sayings recorded as the language of 
the master were actually segments from sutras or other texts. Nevertheless, 
a movement away from dependence on sutras began to take place in 
Hung-chou Ch’an. The colloquial language of these monks was also a 
significant departure from the formal language of the earlier tradition. 
Many of their contemporary critics, including Tsung-mi, took this deviation 
from tradition to be a sign of ignorance rather than realization. 

Though a great deal of Hung-chou rhetoric is anti-study, anti-text, and anti¬ 
language, it would be a mistake on our part to read this language literal- 
Jy^ without recognizing the fundamental role that study, text, and language 
did in fact play in Hung-chou Ch an. Reading, for example, continued to 
be an important practice, although what Hung-chou monks read and how 
they read underwent transformation. The way of reading shifted from focus 
on the objective content of sutras to personal, experiential appropriation by 
the reader, while what they read gradually shifted from sutras to accounts 
of words and actions of Ch’an masters. There was also a greater emphasis 
on spoken discourse, on lectures, question and answer sessions, and what 
came to be known as encounter dialogues. But whenever spoken discourse 
seems important, it inevitably gets written down, especially in a society as 
thoroughly literate as China had become. On this basis a new genre of 
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6. Huang-po (d.849?). 


7. Pai-chang (749-814). 


Buddhist literature emerged in Hung-chou Ch’an, the yu-lu or “Discourse 
Record texts. So eager were these monks to appropriate the language of 
t eir masters and other renowned teachers of Ch’an that they kept person¬ 
ae notebooks recording significant sayings and events. These eventually cir- 
cu ated, first among copractitioners and then more broadly, becoming in 
effect the new sutras. 

Although these monks typically spoke and wrote of overcoming empha¬ 
sis on language, none of the foregoing would indicate that this was in fact 
w at they did. Quite to the contrary, focus on language was heightened. 

t i°ugh monks reduced the volume and scope of their reading, they prac¬ 
tice close reading to the extreme, attempting to realize and then to 
em ody the depth indicated in the words. By the late ninth century it 
seems to have been widely understood that, given proper focus and medi¬ 
tation on them, certain words could evoke a sudden breakthrough and turn 
in awareness. In Lin-chi’s recorded sayings, examples of this enabling lan¬ 
guage are called turning words” (T 47.503a; Sasaki, 40). Many yu-lu texts 
record accounts of these events, for example: “At these words [Pai-chang] 
experienced realization” {Pai-chang yu-lu, 409; my emphasis). 

This shift of focus, from knowledge of sutra or treatise content to 
in-depth appropriation of the sayings, is significant. It parallels a shift from 
argument—or “proof”—oriented discourse to rhetoric that demonstrates 
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or reveals. Many Hung-chou texts contain both styles, interconnected in 
interesting ways, but the historical drift was clearly toward the latter. 
According to the Pai-chang ytt-lu (409; Cleary, 19), when Huang-po came 
in search of Hung-chou wisdom, the first thing he asked was not what sutra 
did the great Ma-tsu study (which in earlier times would have been the fun¬ 
damental question), but what were his sayings—what, from all his study 
and practice, did he appropriate and realize as his own. 

These "sayings,” however, like the words of surras, were thought to be 
hindrances to spirituality if they were taken as objects of knowledge, or as 
somehow sufficient in themselves. Sayings indicated, hinted at, or evoked, 
elicited, something beyond themselves, which was clearly unattainable 
through direct reference. They referred to no spiritual object at all but 
rather, indirectly, to a disclosure of something that was prior to all concep¬ 
tualization. In this context, language and its set of conceptual categories 
seemed to run aground. What they sought to encounter was beyond all 
categories, and even beyond their negation; it always stood in the back¬ 
ground of focal awareness even when the spiritually adept sought to grasp 
it. This realization brought the Hung-chou masters to deny their own reli¬ 
gious categories—Buddha, Mind, and so on—and then, -even further, to 
deny that negation. Thus, Pai-chang claims! The nature of fundamental 
existence cannot be specified in language. Originally it is neither ordinary 
nor sacred. Nor is it defiled or pure. And it is neither empty nor existent, 
neither good nor evil' (411). Regarding references to what is revealed in 
spiritual awareness as dangerous or at least misleading, more often than not 
texts show greater concern with the stance or posture required for the dis¬ 
closure to occur than they do with its source or referent. W , hen affirma¬ 
tion and negation, like and dislike, the principled and unprincipled, and all 
knowing and feeling are exhausted, unable to entangle you, then there is 
free spontaneity in all situations” (411). 

The detachment called for in this passage is perhaps the primary element 
in Hung-chou spirituality or, at least, a prerequisite to other elements. Let¬ 
ting go of habitual categories and forms of awareness was essential to the 
process of opening up a dimension within which deeper awareness might be 
disclosed. What obstructs this “deeper awareness” or “original nature” is 
the search for security through fixation and enclosure. Seeking to effect 
release and freedom by calling attention to forms of human bondage, 
Hung-chou rhetoric employs the following verbal metaphors: holding on, 
grasping, fixating, obstructing, losing and seeking, separating, differentiat¬ 
ing, blocking and screening ourselves off from more extensive attunement. 

Detachment requires a “letting go” and “release,” not of things so much 
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as of the kind of self-understanding that holds and grasps at things, 
unaware of the more primordial background within which both self and 
things have their existence. Thus, after establishing “detachment as the 
fundamental principle” (T 48.381c), Huang-po claims that one who is 
free is not separate from all affairs” (384a). That freedom is not an escape 
from things or affairs takes us back to the Hung-chou concern for the “ordi¬ 
nary.” Freedom, Buddhahood, is available nowhere else but here, within the 
everyday. Thus it is not so much a matter of release from our current sit¬ 
uation as it is an awakening to that situation, as well as a deep sense of being 
situated or contextualized within a larger, encompassing whole. 

Although reflexivity (reflecting back on oneself) is sometimes an element 
in this reorientation, Hung-chou spirituality does not consist in focus on the 


self, or subjectivity, but instead seeks to discover a ground of experience and 
action more primordial than subjectivity. On this point Hung-chou Ch’an 
can be seen to be in continuity with the basic Buddhist concept of "no-self. ’ 
Although the precise sense in which there is “no-self” can, and indeed did, 
change, these monks and masters understood themselves to stand in a tra¬ 
dition of spirituality that called them into a dimension that is “presubjec- 
t ^ ve 'P r ior to and deeper than the separation of self and world, subject 
and object. Thus in continuity with the world, yet without losing unique¬ 
ness and individuality (indeed enhancing it), the practice of Hung-chou 
Ch an was thought to enable an open involvement in and responsiveness to 
the world. The character of this responsiveness was thus seen in radical 
opposition to the narrow and enclosed disposition that accompanies 

self-centeredness. 


Polarization of self and world gives way to a reciprocity between them, 
or, in Huang-po’s words, a “mutual correspondence” ( hsiang-ying\ T 
8.383b). Living within such correspondence meant that the motivation for 
action derived from a source beyond the willfulness of personal subjectivi¬ 
ty. Freedom of movement, therefore, meant something quite different from 
the liberty to move as one desires. On the contrary, it meant a freedom from 
the tyranny of those desires such that one could move in accordance with, 
and thus be moved by, the world around one. This freedom and spontane¬ 
ity of speech and action became the hallmark of Hung-chou spirituality. 

Is there a sense in which something like “faith” was required in this fun¬ 
damental shift of understanding and experience? Certainly, and Hung-chou 
masters occasionally alluded to it. This is not, however, a faith of required 
belief in a set of basic propositions. It has more the character of a trust that 
supports and makes possible a willingness to let go of conventional 
self-understanding. Although the extensive practice of critical discourse— 
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a self-negating rhetoric—ruled out the possibility and need of a strong doc¬ 
trinal basis for spirituality, nevertheless, certain doctrines, even if subject to 
denial, were clearly maintained in the experiential form of trust: trust, for 
example, that submitting oneself to these practices did indeed open toward 
more authentic experience rather than its opposite. This Hung-chou style 
of faith is expressed in a variety of ways, from Ma-tsu*s call to affirm that 
"this mind is Buddha" to Lin-chi’s accusation of faithlessness. Perhaps 
Huang-po’s rhetoric of faith is the most radical. His "Discourse Record" 
develops the imagery of one suspended over the abyss (T 48.380a), of let¬ 
ting go with both hands (383b), and of a sudden “leap" (383c) out of the 
false security of conceptual self-enclosure. 

That enlightenment occurs suddenly as an event of release and disclosure 
was by this time the prevailing understanding within Chinese Buddhism. 
Without needing to argue for that understanding of it, Hung-chou masters 
developed practical techniques for the evocation of "sudden awakening." As 
we have seen, many of these techniques were linguistic, consisting, among 
other things, in an evolving and extensive imagery of enlightenment. In 
Huang-po’s Ch’uan-hsin fa-yao , for instance, at least forty different terms or 
images associated with the event of enlightenment can be found. When one 
of these or some other fragment of language evoked a "sudden awakening," 
it came to be known as a 4 turning word"—a word or phrase by means of 
which a sudden and radical transformation of experience is effected. The 
truth of these phrases, therefore, was taken to be a function of their power 
to elicit such a disclosure or to bring about a fundamental "turn," rather 
than being a matter of measuring their correspondence to a standard avail¬ 
able by some other means. No such alternative standard was thought to be 
available. 

Stories about enlightening events, although all appear in linguistic form, 
did not always tell about what the master said. Some stories emphasize 
what the master did. These stories set up actions or events ip such a way 
that they "speak” for themselves. A sudden shout, a slap, the kicking of an 
object, or an unexpected gesture, all were thought to be capable of trans¬ 
mitting the point of Hung-chou Ch’an. Extending the realm of significance 
from written to spoken language, and then to the "language” of action, 
monks began to be aware of all dimensions of a teacher’s life. Famous teach¬ 
ers were thought to embody the truth of Ch’an experience. Every move, 
every act, therefore, could be seen as an expression of the Buddha-nature. 
More than ever before in the history of Chinese Buddhism, teachers came 
to be exemplars or models of what they taught. Monks sought to learn the 
language of their teacher, including the language of movement, facial 
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expression, and gesture, and modeled themselves in accordance with it. 

More than in other contexts it became clear that the way a teacher taught 
was actually an important dimension of what was being taught. The lan¬ 
guage “used” in communicating was part of the content communicated. In 
virtually every sense, the Ch’an master stood as a concrete image of what 
the quest was all about. But since the monks’ goal was "freedom,” merely 
following the script provided by the teacher would not do. Monks who slav¬ 
ishly replicated the master’s style were ridiculed. Somehow, by repeating 
the teacher’s practice and by taking him as a concrete model, the monk 
sought an.original experience, one that was truly free in being one’s own. 

The issue of how "transmission” from teacher to student and from gen¬ 
eration to generation could take place was very important in Hung-chou 
Ch an. Their conclusion, that transmission took place directly “from mind 
to mind,” is the best-known doctrine of this school. Before this time "trans¬ 
mission usually meant teaching the words and content of a given sutra to 
the next generation. Lines of descent, or lineages, were therefore 
identifiable in terms of the surra's language and doctrinal content. Given 
the Hung-chou critique of language and concept, and the fact that enlight¬ 
enment was understood in terms of freedom, no such transmission was pos¬ 
sible. Instead, in the course of years of training and the development of 

receptivity, the character of the teacher’s mind was itself to be transmitted 
directly to the student. 

The transmission of mind” was thus creative participation in a line or 
stream moving from past to future through a “lineage” of Ch an masters. 

nee t is is the experience of enlightenment, no grasping for transmission 
ot mind could be successful. One joins in to this “One Mind,” but never 
grasps, encompasses, or stands above it. Again, this event was taken to 
invo ve both passivity and activity or, better, to have gotten beyond that 
opposition. The monk receives and performs the teacher's words and prac¬ 
tices until they become his own. Yet since the essence of transmission was 
reedom and spontaneity, merely repeating the master’s words and acts fell 
s ort o receiving his transmission. The goal was to speak and to act in his 
^ m * nC ^ k Ut on one s own > freely and spontaneously. Those who 
could do so were considered to be spiritual successors, and then they sought 
to transmit that capacity on to a further generation. 

The Pai-chang yu-lu (409; Cleary, 19-20) tells us that, at least by the early 
Sung dynasty, transmission required “going beyond” the teacher: 

The master [Pai-chang] said, “Will you not go on to succeed Ma-tsu?” 
Huang-po replied, “Not so. By means of your disclosure today I have 
received an image of the functioning of Ma-tsu's great power. Never- 
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theless, I do not know Ma-tsu. If I were to succeed Ma-tsu, I would 
thereupon lose my descendents.” The master said: "So it is, so it is. 
When one’s vision is the same as the teacher’s, one's power is 
decreased to half of the teacher’s. When one’s vision goes beyond the 
teacher’s, then one is fit for transmission. You clearly have a vision that 
surpasses the teacher’s.” 

Where freedom is the point, mere replication is inadequate. If Huang-po 
simply did “what was done” in Ma-tsu’s lineage, failing to take the teach¬ 
ing up into a new appropriation, he would have missed the transmission 
and proved himself unable to be an inheritor of Ma-tsu’s “mind.” This 
recognition and sanctification of change in Hung-chou Ch’an enabled the 
movement to retain its lively, spontaneous character through many gener¬ 
ations. But it also set the historical stage for changes leading beyond 
Hung-chou Ch’an to other historical forms. How Hung-chou was “trans¬ 
mitted” throughout East Asia in later epochs, and how it was transformed 
in the process, becoming in effect the entire Ch’an/Zen tradition as we 
know it today, is a matter well worth further inquiry. 
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IV. The Encounter of Ch’an ivith Confucianism 

Julia Ching 


T he HISTORY of the interaction between Buddhism and Confu¬ 
cianism in China is a protracted one. Confucianism was the 
prevalent native cultural tradition; Buddhism came as an intrud¬ 
er, and seemed to focus on rather different concerns. Buddhism 
taught the way of deliverance from suffering, emphasizing the monastic 
orientation away from this world, toward the absolute goal of iiirvaija, 
whereas Confucianism emphasized the family, social concerns and political 
responsibilities, and aimed to build a better human world here and now. 
Their encounter was marked by sometimes acrimonious controversy, for 
national and cultural pride made it hard for Confucians to accept a foreign 
religion, while on the more ideological level, the Buddhists criticized the 
Confucians for being too attached to this world and its impermanent rela¬ 
tionships, and the Confucians attacked what they called Buddhist escapism 
and pessimism. 

In the course of their disputes, Buddhism and Confucianism learned and 
orrowed from each other. Mahayana Buddhism was especially successful in 
^ * na * ^ tS Centra ^ * ns *8ht, that nirvana is to be found in samsara , in this life 
an t is world, made it more acceptable than Theravada Buddhism. With 
time, Buddhism underwent a transformation in East Asia, adopting some 
o t e values it found in that vast region. 


Rapprochement within Buddhism 

Chinese Ch an, especially as represented by the school of Hui-neng 
( 38-713), is known for its preference for freedom of expression and respect 
for the natural, both of which entail some disrespect for the sutras and the 
traditions of the past. Such attitudes helped to unleash a certain creative 
genius in discussions of spirituality and mysticism as well as in art and cul¬ 
ture. But many were disturbed by the iconoclastic and anti-intellectual 
cynicism accompanying these attitudes. This explains the opposition of 
mainline Buddhists to the Ch’an movement. On the other hand, efforts 
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were made to reconcile the Ch’an movement with the rest of Mahayana 
Buddhism, especially through the “union between the Buddhism of medi¬ 
tation and the Buddhism of the sutras” (Ch’an-chiao yi-ebih). This was the 
rallying call of Tsung-mi (780-841), the T’ang monk who first studied 
Ch’an and later became a Hua-yen patriarch. His Ch'an-yiian chu-chlian chi- 
tu hsii (T 48, No. 2015) aimed to reconcile Ch’an teachings with those of 
other Buddhist schools, especially Hua-yen. 1 

The anti-Buddhist persecutions, especially that of 845, nearly wiped out 
the Buddhist religion, and rendered even more urgent the task of 
intra-Buddhist reconciliation. During the Sung period, a time of cultural 
renaissance, Buddhism recovered from some of the political reverses it had 
suffered previously. With state encouragement, it enjoyed a minirevival of 
its own, with the restoration of temples, the printing of the Buddhist 
Canon, the reemergence of the T’ien-t’ai and Hua-yen schools, and the con¬ 
tinued prosperity of Ch’an and Pure Land. 2 In the T’ang period Buddhism 
had shone in the realm of advanced metaphysical speculation; in the Sung 
period its strongest achievements were in the development of practical spir¬ 
ituality. Ch’an and Pure Land shared a somewhat antitheoretical, even anti¬ 
intellectual reputation. They were now brought further together by a syn- 
cretist movement advocating “dual cultivation of Ch’an (meditation) and of 
nien-fo (J. nembutsii) (recitation of the Buddha’s name).’’ 

It was Yung-ming Yen-shou (904-975), author of Tsung-ching lu (The 
mirror’s record), who sought hardest to harmonize the doctrines of 
T’ien-t’ai, Hua-yen, and Wei-shih (Yogacara) with those of Ch’an and Pure 
Land. He was also the first to advocate “dual cultivation.” In this joint prac¬ 
tice nien-fo invocation was seen as another form of meditation, involving 
visualization of the Buddha Amitabha, and combining self-reliance (tzu-li\ 
J. jiriki) with reliance on Other-Power (t’a-li; J. tariki). The argument was 
that since nien-fo could terminate discursive thought, it could lead as well 
to enlightenment, a Ch’an goal. 3 To consider nien-fo as a form of meditation 
was not original with Yung-ming Yen-shou. Other Pure Land Buddhists 
had done so, but unlike him they had not made efforts to promote it among 
their followers, nor had they pursued this meditation with the conscious 
goal of enlightenment, now given more importance even than rebirth in the 
Pure Land. The dual practice was especially encouraged by some members 
of the Ch’an school who preferred Pure Land to Ch’an. It served to inte¬ 
grate Ch’an followers into the Pure Land movement of devotional Bud¬ 
dhism. Such a process of amalgamation on the popular level was probably 
responsible for the eventual disappearance of distinctively Ch’an teachings 
after the thirteenth century. 4 


i 
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Debates within Buddhism 

Apart from this Ch’an/Pure Land syncretism, the Sung period was marked 
by vigorous debates within Ch’an, which, as the strongest Buddhist school, 
was itself divided into schools or lineages. 5 With the focus on practical mat¬ 
ters of spirituality, the Lin-chi and the Ts’ao-tung schools both prospered, 
and their rival teachings on enlightenment and how it might be attained 
drew considerable attention. Ts’ao-tung emphasized silent enlightenment 
(mo-chao\ J. mokusho, a reference to the “silently shining” inner light) and the 
importance of sitting in meditation (tso-ch’an\ J. zazen) as a discipline that 
can lead to mystical enlightenment through the gradual transformation of 
life and character. The Lin-chi school, in contrast, aimed at sudden enlight¬ 
enment (J. satori) through the use of shouting, beating, and riddles called 
kung-an (J. koan ), considered as aids in provoking mystical experience, for 
which no slow preparation is necessary or possible. And while the differ¬ 
ences led to polemics, such leading masters as Ta-hui Tsung-kao (1089— 
1163) on the Lin-chi side and Hung-chih Cheng-chiieh (1091 — 1157) on 
the Ts’ao-tung side continued to respect each other profoundly. 6 

The differences between Lin-chi and Ts’ao-tung are sometimes represented 
by the words mo-chao and k’an-hua. Mo-chao (silent illumination) points to 
the centrality of meditation as a spiritual exercise. The Ts’ao-tung adherents 
were eager to point out that it did not imply inactivity or passivity. Rather 
the silence in question is the primal stillness of the ultimate ground of the 
enlightened mind, which is naturally radiant and “shining.” They consid¬ 
ered silent meditation and the quiet deeds of ordinary living to be prefer¬ 
able to constant dwelling upon the koan, itself an irrational and pointless 
riddle. Hung-chih compares quiet meditation to the effort of “the bird 
hatching the egg” and describes the inner light as “a ray penetrating past 
and present (T 48.72). But far from being entirely opposed to koans, he 
even composed some himself. 

Kan-hua (observing the koan) is a colloquial expression used by the Lin- 
chi school to describe the effort of attention required in koan practice. By 
posing a problem that cannot be solved by the rational intellect, the koan 
is supposed to lead to the dissolution of the boundary between the con¬ 
scious and the unconscious in the human psyche, and bring about a sudden 
experience, described metaphorically as the blossoming of a lotus, or the 
sun emerging from behind the clouds. Ta-hui urges the practitioner to 
maintain an alert spiritual awareness, whether in sitting, moving, or repos- 
ing. When an illusory thought arises, you do not need to ward it off with 
energy; you only have to raise the ‘No’ of Chao-chou [778-897]” (T 51. 
899). This refers to the monk Chao-chou’s famous reply to the question, 
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“Has a dog the Buddha-nature?" Though Ch’an philosophy holds that the 
Buddha-nature is present in all creatures, this “No” (wu\ J. mu) is seen as 
pointing to ultimace truth. 7 But Ta-hui equally deprecates excessive 
reliance on koans: 

There are two mistakes among the seekers of the Tao today.... The one is to 
learn too many words and sentences, and seek to make something unusual 

with them_ The other is... to abandon all words and sentences, and 

always keep the eyes closed, as though dead, and call it quiet-sitting, contem¬ 
plating the mind, and silently reflecting the light (mo-chao). (T 47. 895) 

Generally, Lin-chi followers accused Ts’ao-tung of a passivity in meditation 
that could only enervate the mind, while Ts’ao-tung adherents accused the 
Rinzai of playing dangerous games, not only with the psyche but also with 
the entire tradition of Buddhist spirituality, by allowing possibly illusory 
experiences to be mistaken for enlightenment. This is not to say that the 
Ts’ao-tung Buddhists ignored koans altogether, or that Lin-chi Buddhists 
did not engage in meditation. The difference was much more of nuances of 
emphasis than of practice. But the nuances were important enough. Mean¬ 
while, a steady exchange of Chinese and Japanese monks, from the middle 
of the twelfth century on, brought also to Japan these two Zen Buddhist 
schools (Rinzai and Soto), which are still active there today. 

The vigorous growth of Ch’an Buddhism during the Sung dynasty is 
reflected in a prolific literature, including such famous collections as the Pi- 
yen lu (Blue cliff records) (1125), and the Wu-men kuan (J. Mumonkan\ The 
gateless barrier) (1228). The controversy between Ch’an and T’ien-t’ai inspired 
great historical labors. While Ch’an Buddhists attached scant importance to 
the study of the sutras, they sought to discard any appearance of heterodoxy 
and to prove themselves the legitimate heirs of the historical Buddha. They 
outlined the transmission of Ch’an insights through allegedly correct line¬ 
ages, in such works as Tao-yuan s Ch ing-te ch uun-teng lu (The transmission 
of the lamp, 1011) and Ch’i-sung’s Ch’uan-fa cheng-tsung chi (The transmis¬ 
sion of the Dharma in the true school, 1061). 

Though it had fewer followers than Ch’an, T’ien-t’ai regarded itself as 
representing orthodox Buddhism, and responded with Tsung-chien’s Shih- 
men ckeng-t’ung (The orthodox lineage in Buddhism) and Chih-p’an’s Fo-tsu 
t’ung-chi (The record of the Buddhist patriarchs) (1270). 8 The proliferation 
of Ch’an writings was in direct contradiction to original Ch’an principles of 
not establishing written directives and of seeking a direct intuition into the 
mind without the assistance of other agents. Despite its usefulness for later 
generations, some have seen in this proliferation the beginning of the 
decline of the true Ch’an spirit. 
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Rapprochement between Ch’an and Confucianism 

Confucianism also underwent a renewal as it sought to respond to the 
threat posed by Buddhism and Taoism to its survival. The earlier Confucian 
classical texts, including the Book of Changes , the Book of Poetry , the Book of 
History , the Book of Rites , and the Spring-Autumn Annals were still studied, 
but the movement was away from philology, toward a deeper interest in 
philosophical questions as well as in spiritual cultivation. More and more 
Confucian scholars chose to focus on the Four Books—the Analects (conver¬ 
sations between Confucius and his disciples), the Book of Mencius (conversa¬ 
tions between Mencius and his disciples), the Great Learning, and the Doc¬ 
trine of the Mean (originally two chapters from the Book of Rites , the former 
making moral and spiritual cultivation the beginning of good rulership 
and the latter concentrating on inner equilibrium and harmony). 9 In Eng¬ 
lish, the new movement is sometimes called Neo-Confucianism. 

The rapprochement between Buddhism and Confucianism was prepared 
by people on both sides. Even when they criticized Buddhism, Confucian 
scholars continued to associate, if only occasionally, with talented Buddhist 
monks. Indeed, they were especially open to those monks who made gen- 
uine intellectual efforts to rebuff Confucian affads OH flicir religion in this 

Yiian -)‘ n h» <0" the original man), a defence of 
also m A^u m ^ S a £ a * nst ^ an ^ s (768-824) well-known criticisms, 
insight VC C C , Way . for an understanding with Confucianism. 10 His own 
asserrin ^ ° humankind and of things, and especially his 

the minH” rr tbc P rima ^ c ^ * ls conditioned by the transformations of 
elaborar' T 4 ^ 708 “ 10) ’ b^amc the starting points for philosophical 
Neo-Cn ^ • t0 \ l- un< ^ erta k en by some of the greatest Confucian (or 
, ^ ucian ) thinkers of the Sung and Ming dynasties. 11 

defpnH; 8un ^ mon k Ming-chiao Chi-sung (d. 1071) was tireless in 

serr * mgt C C L aimS ° f Ch an Bud dKism, in particular of his own Yun-men 
ct, against other Buddhist schools, especially T’ien-t’ai. But in other ways 

rnnfi ' W ° rt J succ cssor to Tsung-mi. In defending Buddhism against 
wifh * AAU Vihe S0Ught t0 blend Confucian family and social values 
Cnnf U • 1St Spin i tuallt y an d doctrine. He taught that “Buddhism and 
ucianism are basically one,” that the five precepts of Buddhism 
gainst vio ence, theft, adultery, dishonesty, and drinking alcohol), when 
p per y un erstood, are just other names for the five constant virtues of 
on ucianism (benevolence or humanity, righteousness, propriety, wisdom 
and faithfulness). 12 

Entering a monastery, for example, became a way of practicing filial piety, 
either by obeying parental wishes and/or by freeing oneself to gain merit for 
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one’s family, especially its deceased members. Ming.-chiao expresses it this 
way: 

The Buddhist follows a monastic rule and cultivates his mind and heart... 
achieving a high degree of virtue. He also extends his way (Tao) to others, 
wanting to do good to all with no distinction of things.... Although he 
does not marry, he serves his parents with his virtue. Although he destroys 
his appearance [through shaving his head], he serves his kin with his Tao. 

(T 52.651) 


Debates within Neo-Confucianism 

Neo-Confucian thinkers were struck by the parallels between their own dis¬ 
putes and the intra-Buddhist controversy between Lin-chi and Ts’ao-tung 
spiritualities. Chu Hsi (1130-1200) and Lu Chiu-yiian (1139-1193) were 
younger contemporaries of Ta-hui and Hung-chih, and their disagreements 
and arguments reveal the continuity of certain spiritual concerns. Chu Hsi, 
the great Neo-Confucian philosopher and scholar, is reported to have car¬ 
ried with him only one book—the recorded dialogues of Ta-hui, when he 
went to the capital to take his civil service examinations. 13 But in later life 
Chu moved to a position much closer to the Ts’ao-tung school. Besides crit¬ 
icizing Buddhism generally for its allegedly antisocial stance, Chu Hsi 
attacked the use of koans as playing games with the mind until it became 
“anesthetized” and could no longer function properly. Chu's rival, Lu 
Chiu-yiian, is said to have associated with Ta-hui’s disciple Fo-chao 
Te-kuang. He was a less vocal critic of Buddhism than Chu, and he showed 
in his teachings a closer affinity with the Lin-chi position. 1 * 1 
The controversy between the two thinkers often recalls the Buddhist 
arguments over gradual or sudden enlightenment. Here, the goal is the 
achievement of sagehood, a goal neglected over many centuries, which both 
Chu and Lu agreed was important, though they differed on the method of 
achieving it. Chu insists on interpreting the words of the Great Learning , 
“investigating things” (ko-wu), as meaning “pursuing exhaustively the li or 
essences of things,” by the assiduous study of the classics and of the exter¬ 
nal world, as well as by silent meditation. Lu Chiu-yiian regards this 
method as fragmented, since it assumes that sagehood is associated with the 
information acquired through learning. In a language with Buddhist reso¬ 
nances, he speaks about “recovering the original mind.” According to him, 
neither learning nor meditation is absolutely essential in this quest. What 
counts is single-mindedness, the untiring quest for wisdom. And wisdom, 
of course, is immanent in the quest itself—in a virtuous, sagely life. 15 
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Both Buddhist and Taoist influences can be clearly discerned in Sung 
Neo-Confucianism. The association of Neo-Confucian thinkers with 
learned Buddhist monks is well documented, and Buddhist influence on 
Neo-Confucian philosophy is too pervasive to be fully discussed here. The 
Neo-Confucian preference for discussing matters of mind (hsin) and nature 
(hsing) is itself suggestive of Buddhist stimulus. The Neo-Confucian phi¬ 
losophy of human nature appears to owe much to Tsung-mi. In spirituali¬ 
ty, the importance attached to tranquility and meditation is another sign 
of Buddhist influence. It is very marked in the lives and philosophies of 
Chou Tun-yi (1017—1073), Cheng Yi (1033—1107, though he was an 
articulate critic of Buddhism), and Chu Hsi. 

Nevertheless, Neo-Confucianism is not Buddhism in disguise, as it is 
sometimes said to be. In the case of Chu Hsi, the most important of the 
Sung thinkers, we may discern both the extent and the limitations of Bud¬ 
dhist influences. Chu acknowledged a youthful interest in Ch’an—but as 
one of many concerns for a person of immense intellectual curiosity. He was 
personally acquainted with the, famous Ch’an monk Ta-hui Tsung-kao, 
knew well Ta-hui's recorded dialogues, corresponded with Ta-hui’s lineal 
disciple Tao-ch’ien, and seems to have known a number of Buddhist works, 
including the Ch'uan-teng lu , 16 

R 0wn account: > his serious conversion away from Ch an 

ism dates to his meeting with Li Tung (1153), who advised him to 
put aside an abstract quest. Chu then immersed himself in reading Confu- 
n works, until he discovered more and more “lacunae and inconsisten- 
s in the Buddhist writings to which he had previously been attracted. 

e would criticize Ch an Buddhism, for “idly guarding [the mind},” for 
o ering riddles, frequently in coarse and uncouth language, and for its neg- 
ect of real learning and social morality. 

While Chu Hsi practiced sitting in meditation, he was opposed to a com- 
p ete emptying of the mind. He sought, rather, the emptying from the 
/ a n P >erverse thoughts, an d the practice of a disposition of reverence 
c ing) in and out of meditation. Chu Hsi teaches a philosophy of essences or 
principles” (H). The word li is also a key word in Hua-yen Buddhism, 
w ere it refers to the noumenon as opposed to the phenomenon. But it 
acquires an added, moral connotation in Neo-Confucianism. Chu distinguishes 
t e Neo-Confucian ethical quest from the Ch’an quest for enlightenment: 

Generally the learning of the sages is based on the mind’s quest for prin¬ 
ciples (li), and the response to things and affairs according to these prin¬ 
ciples— But the Buddhists seek the mind with the mind... as though the 
mouth should bite itself, and the eye should eye itself. 17 
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A question that arises in discussions of spiritualities is that of mysticism. 
Buddhism in general, and Ch’an Buddhism in particular, can without 
doubt be called a mystical religion. Even if not every Buddhist need be or 
become a mystic, the religion itself represents a quest for mystical enlight¬ 
enment. Confucianism, in contrast, defines itself principally in moral terms. 
Although the Neo-Confucian scholars and thinkers did highlight the spiri¬ 
tual quest and pursued certain spiritual exercises, including meditation, 
they never made mystical enlightenment the ultimate goal of striving. Con- 
fucian meditation developed under Buddhist influence, but its orientation 
was always toward the whole of life, including its social responsibilities. 
Confucians emphasized the knowledge of the moral self—of one’s own 
strengths and weaknesses—in view of achieving self-improvement. They 
focused on realizing the principle of Heaven (t’ien-li) within, and of remov¬ 
ing passions or “human desires” (jen-yii). 

True, Confucian meditation is not just an examination of conscience. It is 
oriented to a higher consciousness, through emptying of the self and its 
desires, and this is where it resembles Buddhist meditation. To put it para¬ 
doxically, Confucian meditation, referred to sometimes as “quiet-sitting,” 
lies somewhere between two other forms: the intellectual concentration of 
discursive thought and the spiritual concentration that assures that there is 
no thought. Confucian meditation seeks peace without doing violence to 
human nature. It does not require the attainment of a state of intellectual 
and emotional impassivity, and it does not rely as much as Buddhist or 
Taoist meditation on the use of various techniques. There were Neo-Con¬ 
fucian mystics; usually, these had been influenced by Buddhism, as in the 
case of Wang Yang-ming (1472-1529). In the last analysis, however, even 
he was much more a man of the world, a philosopher, statesman, and sol¬ 
dier, than a monk with a mystical doctrine. 

Moral and spiritual cultivation had always been valued in Confucianism; 
mystical enlightenment gained importance much later, through the pene¬ 
tration of Taoist and Buddhist influence in Neo-Confucianism. Superficial¬ 
ly, the tension between "cultivation” and “enlightenment” may appear to 
resemble that between asceticism and mysticism, self-reliance and surren¬ 
der to a higher power. But the cultivation-enlightenment polarity represents 
also an inner tension in the mystical quest itself. The way of cultivation can 
be rooted in a basic attitude of trust and readiness to wait for light—even 
of finding light in darkness and waiting—and this entails some form of 
subconscious reliance upon a higher power. Conversely, the way of enlight¬ 
enment may require the inducement of a sudden, psychic experience, 
through one’s own efforts. Underlying these polarities is a problem of 
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attachment or detachment posed by the subtlety of the spiritual expe¬ 
rience. When experience is sought after for itself, it may become emptied 
of real content. Attachment to enlightenment can fetter the spirit, so that 
self-preoccupation replaces any possible self-forgetfulness. For this reason, 
the great Buddhist and Confucian masters described authentic self-cultiva¬ 
tion as being akin to non-cultivation”—implying a necessary attitude of 
detachment from one s own deepest desires. 

Neo-Confucian discussions and debates did not simply repeat Ch’an Bud¬ 
dhist ones. Neo-Confucian philosophers were committed to meeting the 
intellectual, social, and political needs of their times, and they tended to 
regard as individualistic the Ch'an Buddhist preoccupation with finding or 
recovering the Buddha-nature. Neo-Confucians were concerned with the 
building or rebuilding of a Weltanschauung , which would include spirituali¬ 
ty but extend beyond it into cosmology, metaphysics, philosophy of human 
nature, and also political ethics. 

Actually, the Neo-Confucian debates and discussions on moral and spiri¬ 
tual cultivation became better known than the Buddhist debates regarding 
silent illumination ’ or the use of koans. The rise of Neo-Confucianism 
manifested the acceptance, by Confucianism, of certain Buddhist—espe¬ 
cially Ch an Buddhist—teachings. It also signaled, by the same token, the 
CC me, one might even say demise, of Chan. In China, the Chan rap¬ 
prochement with Pure Land on the one side and with Confucianism on the 
er would eventually dissolve the identity of Ch’an Buddhism itself. 

In conclusion, let us note that the great mystics of all religions share a 
common experience of the mystical quest itself—the waiting, the frustra- 
j°y* They find a common meeting ground in this experience, even 
t ey differ as to its precise theological interpretation. All mystics refer to 
a point of centripetal recollection and concentration, where immanence is 
experienced and transcendence is perceived. It is here that the person meets 
t at which is greater than himself or herself, greater than his or her heart, 
and yet is within the mind and heart. The Buddhists may call it Bud- 
-ha nature, the Confucians the principle of Heaven (t’ien-li) or Great Ulti¬ 
mate (t ai-chi), and the Christians God. 

Both Confucian and Buddhist spiritualities have much to teach the mod¬ 
ern world, so united technologically, fragmented politically, and aimless 
spiritually. Both have something to say also to those believers of Western 
religions, including Christianity, who regard the place of spirituality to be 
at the center, rather than on the periphery, of religion. 18 
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Silla Buddhist Spirituality 

Sung Bae Park 


T HROUGHOUT its long history, Korean Buddhism has always been 
concerned with issues of syncretism. On one level, this syncretic 
tendency has involved interchange with other philosophical and 
spiritual systems, in particular Confucianism, Taoism, and 
indigenous Korean shamanism. On another level, the syncretic process has 
been internal, involving the reconciliation of conflicting schools of Buddhist 
thought in an effort to create a single harmonious whole. Borrowing the ter¬ 
minology traditional to Korean Buddhism itself, we can say that the history 
of Korean Buddhism has been focused on the effort to create an all-inclu¬ 
sive Buddhist doctrine, or t’ong pulgyo (Buddhism of total interpenetration). 

When we consider the development of t’ong pulgyo during the Silla Peri¬ 
od, it is inevitable that we focus on the Korean monk Wonhyo (617-6S6 
CE), one of the most important figures in the history of Korean Buddhism, 
and a significant influence on the course of East Asian Buddhism in gener¬ 
al. Through his application of the principle o f hwajaeng (harmonization of 
all disputes) to the central Buddhological issues of his day, Wonhyo creat¬ 
ed the conceptual framework in which all subsequent discussion oft ong pul¬ 
gyo has taken place, up to and including the present. 

Historical Background 

The Three Kingdoms Period (37 B.C.E.-668 C.E.) 

Up to the seventh century CE, the Korean peninsula was divided into three 
separate kingdoms: Koguryo (37 B.C.E. —668 CE), Paekche (18 B.C.E.— 660 C.E.), 
and Silla (57 B.C.E.-668 C.E.). Of these three, Buddhism took hold in 
Koguryo first. Introduced by Chinese monks late in the fourth century, it was 
quickly adopted by the country's aristocracy, receiving extensive govern¬ 
ment support. 1 Koguryo’s ruling class was attracted to Buddhism in part 
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because of the supernatural powers attributed to it, as a means of strength¬ 
ening the kingdom against attack—the strength of neighboring China 
being considered a prime illustration of its magical efficacy. But Buddhism 
also offered Koguryo's nobility an entire system of advanced culture, bring¬ 
ing with it an exalted philosophical vision of reality, as well as magnificent 
art, architecture, music, and literature. 

By this time, two other powerful religio-philosophical systems had 
already entered the Korean Peninsula from China. The first of these, Con¬ 
fucianism, was too closely associated with the Chinese-style bureaucratic 
examination system to appeal to the aristocratic governments of the Kore¬ 
an kingdoms, all three of which determined leadership through family line¬ 
age. 2 The second, Taoism, was more successful. A religion emphasizing qui¬ 
escence, magic, inner alchemy, and a naturalistic philosophy, its pantheon 
of spirits and gods was soon grafted onto the archaic religious complex of 
Korean shamanism, forming what may be termed a shamanistic Taoism. 
For a period, this hybrid creation overshadowed both Buddhism and Con¬ 
fucianism on the peninsula, becoming the basic religion of the people, espe¬ 
cially the common folk of the countryside. The introduction of Buddhism 
into Korea must therefore ultimately be understood in the context of its 
syncretic harmonization with the shamanistic Taoism already present in the 
Three Kingdoms of early Korea. 

Paekche followed close behind Koguryo in its adoption of Buddhism, 3 
but developments in Silla took longer because of its geographical isolation 
and the resistance of its aristocracy, which was strongly committed to che 
indigenous shamanism. 4 At first Buddhism spread only in rural areas among 
the common folk and did not reach the ruling class, but eventually Silla fol- 
owed Koguryo and Paekche in extending state support to the new religion. 

T e political function that Buddhism took on in all three of the Korean 
kingdoms can be seen in its gradual absorption of Confucian influences. For 
example, the Korean Buddhist monk Won’gwang (531-630) expounded 
the Five Secular Admonishments, an ethical code that was adopted by the 
elite military youth corps of Silla known as the Hwarangdo (Flower Path)' 
(1) Serve your king with loyalty; (2) Tend your parents with filial piety; (3) 
Treat your friends with sincerity; (4) Be brave in battle; and (5) Be dis¬ 
criminating in taking life. It is remarkable to find a monk of Won’gwang’s 
stature formulating such essentially Confucian tenets. We see here the char¬ 
acteristic Korean tendency toward syncretic harmonization. 

The Hwarangdo was itself an important expression of the religio-phil¬ 
osophical syncretism of Korea during this period. Somewhat analogous to 
the legendary knights of King Arthur’s court, this elite society of aristo- 
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cratic. warriors was trained 
in a rigorous system of eth¬ 
ical chivalry based on Con- 
fucian precepts, but also in¬ 
fluenced by a Taoist disci¬ 
pline of patience, solitude, 
simplicity, contentment, and 
harmony, along with the 
Buddhist ethic of compas¬ 
sion. Members were also ini¬ 
tiated into highly secretive 
Buddhist religious myster¬ 
ies and were devoted to the 
cult of Maitreya, the future 
incarnation of Buddha. Yet 
for all that, the Hwarangdo 
was actually profoundly sha- 
manistic in character. The 
earliest symbol of the Hwa¬ 
rangdo was the emblem of 
two beautiful maidens, 
thought to represent Mu - 
clangs , or female shamans. 
Furthermore, members of the Hwarangdo were regularly called upon to 
help in cases of illness or demon-possession, which they would solve 
through singing, dancing, and shamanistic rituals. Thus we find in the 
Hwarangdo a striking syncretic harmonization of shamanism, Confucian¬ 
ism, Taoism, and Buddhism, all interfused in a single system of internal dis¬ 
cipline and social praxis. 

In general, the kingdom of Silla was characterized by its synthesis of 
indigenous shamanism and the newly imported Buddhist religion into a 
Buddho-shamanistic culture. One could indeed call the Koreanization of 
Chinese Mahayana Buddhism the shamanization of Buddhism. Unless one 
grasps the syncretic harmonization of shamanism with Buddhism effected 
in early Silla, it is impossible to comprehend the general character of Bud¬ 
dhism in Korea. Even today, most Korean Buddhist temples contain a small 
shamanistic shrine dedicated to the local mountain spirit (sanshin), usually 
portrayed on the altar by a painting or statue of an old man sitting with a 
tiger, which is itself an ancient Taoist symbol, again indicating the early 
Korean fusion of Buddhism with shamanistic Taoism. 



8. Maitreya, Three Kingdoms Period. 
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The Unified Silla Dynasty (668-935 ce) 

By 668 Silla had managed to conquer both Paekche and Koguryo, its rivals 
on the peninsula. Subsequently it turned its attention to organizing the 
Three Kingdoms into a single state, Unified Silla. This drive toward polit¬ 
ical unification created a concomitant desire for unification and synthesis in 
other parts of the national life, including the religious and philosophical. 
During this period, the major Chinese sects of Buddhism began their influx 
into Korea, including the San-lun (K. Samnon), or Three Treatises, school 
(Madhyamika in India); Fa-hsiang (K. Yushik), or Dharma Mark, school 
(Yogacara); Ching-tu (K. Chongt’o) or Pure Land; Ch’an (K. Son); Hua-yen 
(K. Hwaom); and the esoteric Mi-chiao (K. Shinin/Chin’on) school (Tantra 
in India). The cultural atmosphere in early Unified Silla did not allow these 
schools to maintain their separate sectarian identities, however, as the drive 
toward political unification created a concomitant desire for unification and 
synthesis in other parts of the national life, including the religious and 
philosophical. Over time, the various Buddhist sects were fused together 
into a single, unified tradition against the background of shamanistic Tao¬ 
ism, a tradition that came to be characterized by the name dong pulgyo , the 
Buddhism of total interpenetration. 

Given the syncretic tendencies of Unified Silla culture, it was perhaps 
inevitable that the Hwaom school, with its all-embracing, systematic meta¬ 
physics, would become the preeminent influence on Korean Buddhist 
thought, providing the theoretical framework for the development of a 
completely syncretic Buddhism. Based upon the Avatainsaka Sutra , fi rst 
translated into Chinese in 418, Hwaom was established as a school in Korea 
during the early period of Unified Silla by the Korean monk Uisang (605 
672), a contemporary of Wonhyo, who also played a crucial role in spread¬ 
ing the Hwaom teachings. It was primarily due to Wonhyo that Hwaom 
eventually became the predominant mode of philosophical discourse in the 
Kyo (scriptural studies) tradition of Korean Buddhism. 

Theory of Harmonization 

Most scholars of Korean Buddhist philosophy agree that Wonhyo’s lifelong 
goal was the establishment of a doctrinal foundation for dong pulgyo by 
means of the principle of bwajaeyig , harmonization of all disputes. Through 
hwajaeng, Wonhyo attempted to reconcile the various doctrinal disputes, 
thus unifying conflicting sectarian perspectives into a single, comprehensive 
Dharma, or teaching. In order to understand the highly syncretic character 
of Korean Buddhist thinking, one must therefore first grasp the importance 







9. Buddha statue at the ruins of Pori Temple. Early Unified Silla Period. 
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of Wonhyo s fundamental principle o {bwajaeng. This principle underlies his 
entire system and is most explicitly set forth in his Simmun bwajaeng non 
(Treatise on the harmonization of all disputes), usually regarded as the most 
original of his philosophical writings. 

The earliest extant record of the principle of bwajaeng appearing in 

Wonhyo s philosophy is found in an inscription at Koson Monastery, which 
reads in part: 

When Wonhyo was staying at a small shrine in the suburbs to the north 
west of the King s castle, he read secular books such as The Book of Predic¬ 
tions* . and non-Buddhist books that had been rejected by the Buddhist 
world for a long time. 

Finally he wrote the Simmun bwajaeng non , a part of which states: “When 
t e at ^5 a , was , * n tbe wor ld, everybody relied on his perfect teaching. 

ter t e uddhas death, however, people’s opinions were like rain and 
point ess t eories like rising clouds. Some said, ‘I am right, others are wrong.’ 
ome argued, Mine is like this but others’ is not like this.’ Finally, theories 
n opinions became a flood... The attitude of wanting to stay in a deep val- 
: J- ai ) * V0I ^8 rea t mountains, or of loving emptiness while hating existence, 
i S . , ! e c e at titude of wanting to go into a forest and avoid trees. One 
• U , e aware of the fact that green and blue are identical in essence, and 
w ^ Wa ^ r are identical in origin; a mirror reflects myriad forms, and parted 
Wonh W1 per f eCtly intermingle once they are reunited.” Therefore, 
says it [s Ixcdknt^^ hwa ^ amg non ' which ever ybody accepts. Everyone 

^ autb or of this inscription refers to the motives behind, and the 
^mpact o, Wonhyo s Simmun bwajaeng non , he does not discuss the theory 
of W^h ^° We Y er ’ two aspects of this inscription are worth noting. First, 
0 Id n d° S many Works> onl y the Simmun bwajaeng non is mentioned. This 
wou in dicate that the idea of harmonization was generally recognized as 
centra to Wonhyo’s thought. Second, and more important, are the five 
simi es re erring to the harmonization of doctrinal disputes, all of which 

^ r mu eX F reSS W5nhyo ' s bebe f in the underlying unity of Buddhist 
t oug t. e first of these is the simile of the forest and the trees, referring 
to t e ignorance of people who know names but fail to see what tho names 
ymean ' ^ sec ond and third are about the relationship between green 
an ue, ice an water, implying that the appearances of things may vary, 
ut t eir essences remain the same. The fourth simile, of the mirror in 
w ic myriad forms are reflected, refers to the relationship between an 
essence and its variant forms. The fifth simile, of water for which no real 
division is possible, refers to the possibility of harmonizing all disputes. 

The next record of Wonhyo’s ideas concerning the principle of bwajaeng 
is found in the Che Punhwangsa Hyosong Mun (Funeral odes for Wonhyo of 
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Punhwang Monastery) composed by the Koryo dynasty scholar-monk 
Uich’on. Uich'on’s remarks are more general than those of the Koson 
monastery inscription: 

Wonhyo harmonized the disputes of all people by penetratingly clarifying 
the relationship between essence and marks and by comprehensively embrac¬ 
ing the past and the present. He harmonized all disputes so that he estab¬ 
lished an extremely impartial theory for that time.... I have examined all 
philosophers of the past, but there are none like Wonhyo. (HPC 4.555a) 

Though Uich'on is considered by later scholars to be the first person to have 
fully appreciated Wonhyo’s significance in the development of Korean 
Buddhism, it was not until the twentieth century, when Clio Myong-gi’s 
Wonhyo taesa chonjip (Collected works of the Great Master Wonhyo) was 
published, that comprehensive research on Wonhyo began. However, nearly 
all research on Wonhyo up to the present day has been biographical in con¬ 
tent, or has only addressed very specialized topics, and very few scholars 
have devoted themselves to Wonhyo’s central philosophy of harmonization. 
Park Chong-hong’s article on Wonhyo’s philosophical thought, which 
became available in 1966, was the first scholarly discussion of Wonhyo's 
theory of harmonization from a philosophical perspective. 6 

In this article, Park attempted to demonstrate that Wonhyo had accom¬ 
plished a reconciliation of the long-standing MadhyamikaA'ogacara conflict 
by synthesizing the two seemingly contradictory ideologies. Moreover, Park 
made a lasting contribution by elucidating the logic operating throughout 
Wonhyo’s doctrine of harmonization. According to Park, the principle of 
hwajaeng functions to establish interpenetration between the many and the 
one, on the basis of the doctrines of Hwaom Buddhism. Park elaborates on 
Wonhyo’s logic of interpenetrating opposites in terms of the relationship 
between "doctrine (chong) and essence (yo), and by means of the concepts 
of “opening” (kete) and "sealing (hap) the truth. Here, doctrine refers to 
the development of the one into the many, while “essence” refers to the 
unification of the many into the one. When the truth is opened, it is 
called doctrine; when it is “sealed," it is called essence. The opening of the 
truth is also called the "arising aspect of dharmas,” while the sealing of the 
truth is also called the “ceasing aspect of dharmas." Furthermore, the aris¬ 
ing aspect is sometimes referred to as "the accomplishment of myriad 
virtues,” while the ceasing aspect is sometimes referred to as “the return to 
One Mind.” In Wonhyo’s view, although these two aspects seem to be con¬ 
tradictory, they freely interpenetrate each other without any obstruction. 
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Essentials of the Nirvana Sutra 

In order to make the principle of bivajaeng clearer, it is necessary to analyze 
the manner in which Wonhyo attempts to harmonize specific sectarian dis¬ 
putes by reconciling seemingly conflicting perspectives. In a section of his 
Simmon hwajaeng non , for example, Wonhyo attempts to synthesize contra¬ 
dictory theories concerning the indwelling Buddha-nature, an issue central 
to both Wonhyo’s own writing and the literature of East Asian Mahayana 
Buddhism in general. The locus classicus of the Buddha-nature theory is 
the Mahaparinirvana Sutra , upon which the Chinese Nirvana school is 
based. Because of ambiguities in this sutra, many debates arose concerning 
such issues as exactly what Buddha-nature is, where it is located, how it 
functions, whether it is,already actualized or merely potential, whether it is 
activated gradually or suddenly, and whether it is inherent in all sentient 
beings to the same degree. 

Wonhyo composed two commentaries on the Mahaparinirvana Sfztr i 
namely, the Yolban chong’yo (Essentials of the Nirvana Sutra ), which i s st j]j 
extant, and the Yolban gyong so (Commentary on the Nirvana Sutra), which 
is lost. In the Yolban chong’yo he classified the different perspectives on Bud^ 
dha-nature within the Nirvana school into six categories, then attempted to 
synthesize these categories into a single comprehensive doctrine on the 
basis of a Mind-only framework: 

All of the above views are both correct and incorrect. Why is that so> 
Because Buddha-nature is neither “thus’ nor “not-thus.” From .the stand 
point of “thus,” all six positions are correct, while from the standpoint 1 f 
“not-thus,” all are incorrect. What does this mean? This means that tl° 
viewpoints of the six masters can actually be subsumed under just two cat^ 
gories. The first master points to the effect as a future potentiality of inherent 
Buddha-nature, while the other five masters refer to the cause as a present 
actuality (of inherent Buddha-nature). Among these five masters there are 
also two kinds of inversions. The last master follows the ultimate truth 
(paramarthasatya), whereas the preceding four masters follow the conven 
tional truth (samvrtisatya ). These four are not outside of either the subjective 
self or the objective dharma. The first master in this group upholds the sub 
jective self, whereas the last three base themselves on the objective dharmas 
These three are nothing but “up” or “down.” The last of the three focuses on 
the seed [consciousness], while the other two focus on the present conscious¬ 
ness, upon which there are many different opinions according to one’s per¬ 
spective. (HPC 1.538b) 

Wonhyo then stated that One Mind has two aspects. It is “not defiled 
yet works as if defiled,” and it is “defiled, without being defiled.” Hence 
One Mind is immaculate, though it participates in the six levels of defile- 
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ment because of permeation by vasanas inherited through karmic causation. 
It is both defiled and pure at the same time. According to his analysis, the 
sixth master comprehends this idea of “Suchness-Buddha-nature” as being 
“defiled yet pure,” but the other five only describe it in terms of degrees of 
defilement. Even when One Mind participates in samara because of its 
permeation by negative vasanas (i.e., defilements), it is still capable of real¬ 
izing its original purity because of its “internal .permeation” by positive 
vasanas , which effect a return to the immaculate state of nirvana . Wonhyo 
continues: 

The sixth master says that the Buddha-nature of Suchness is not tainted even 
if it is amid impurity; why then did the mind following the impurity not 
keep the one nature? Contacting conditions and expecting their results, there 
must be a birth. The nature of the birth is not made by the external perme¬ 
ations. Hence, the seed by nature. This reflects the fifth position. Further¬ 
more, when such a mind follows impurity and creates phenomenal arising 
and ceasing, it stays in the position of consciousness, yet it does not lose the 
nature of divine understanding. Since it does not lose this nature, ultimately 
it returns to the origin of the mind. This constitutes the fourth view. Now, if 
the mind of arising and ceasing follows impurity and, because of its internal 
permeation power, creates two kinds of karma, such as the dislike ot suffer¬ 
ing and the desire for pleasure, which are causes of those activities, this 
becomes the origin that should reach the ultimate end. This is the view of 
the third master. Thus when One Mind works with impurity, whenever it 
docs so, it perfectly governs all the dharmas. As a result, it is embodied every 
moment. Hence, the embodiment. This corresponds to the view of the sec¬ 
ond master. Thus when the Original Enlightenment of sentient beings 
works, it naturally and necessarily reaches the end of Great Enlightenment. 
Hence the future Enlightenment. This is the view of the first master. (HPC 
1.538c-539a) 

Wonhyo concludes his analysis by asserting that in the end all six mas¬ 
ters fail to fully comprehend Buddha-nature, articulating only a partial 
description of it from a particular perspective. He compares the attempts of 
these masters to describe Buddha-nature to the group of blind men trying 
to describe an elephant on the basis of touch alone, each man limited to the 
part of the elephant nearest his reach. They cannot know what the elephant 
as a whole is really like, and yet their partial description of it do not describe 
something other than the elephant. In the same way, insofar as One Mind 
is like the elephant—from the standpoint of its phenomenal aspects—each 
of the above six doctrines accurately describes a particular stage in the 
tainting of One Mind through its vasanas or permeation. Insofar as One 
Mind is not like the elephant, still—from the standpoint of its absolute 
aspect—all six descriptions are incomplete, since One Mind is the Buddha’s 
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10. Buddha images at the ruins of Ch’ilbul Hermitage, early Unified Silla period. 


reality of non-discrimination. Hence, the six perspectives on inherent Bud- 
dha-nature are each partially valid on the samvrti (conventional) level, but 
are ultimately incorrect on the paramdrtha level. On th o. paramartha level, 
the reality of One Mind is completely devoid of self-nature, even though it 
inexhaustibly follows conditions and is free from all extremes. 


Buddhism of Total Interpenetration 

Of great importance to Wonhyo’s efforts at doctrinal harmonization is his 
p’an-chiao system, or classification of the various Buddhist teachings. The 
earliest reference to this aspect of his thought appears in Fa-tsang’s 
(b43_712) well-known Hua-yen Pan hsiian chi. Subsequent works of Hua- 
yen scholarship, including Li T’ung-hsiian’s Hsin hua-yen lun , Hui-yiian’s 
Kan-ting chi , and Ch’eng-kuan’s Hua-yen ching su , have all quoted this pas¬ 
sage from Fa-tsang, which is based on Wonhyo’s no longer extant com¬ 
mentary on the Hwaomgyong (Hua-yen Sutra). In Fa-tsang’s text, we read: 

Dharma-master Wonhyo of the Silla Dynasty wrote a commentary on the 
Hua-yen sutra, in which he also established a p’an-chiao system of Four Doctrines 
as follows: first, the Particular Teachings of the Three Vehicles, such as the 
Teaching of Four Noble Truths and the Dependant Origination Sutra\ second, 
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the Comprehensive Teaching of Three Vehicles, such as the teachings of the 
prajria texts and the Sandbinimiocana Sutra; third, the particular teachings of 
One Vehicle, such as the Sutra of Brahma s Net , etc.; fourth, the Complete 
Teachings of One Vehicle, namely the Hua-yen sutra, a teaching of Samantab- 
hadra Bodhisattva. 

Although Wonhyo’s fourfold p'an-ebiao system deviates from the fivefold 
p’an-chiao systems of Chih-yen and Fa-tsang, important theoreticians of the 
Chinese Hua-yen school, he clearly proclaims the Hwaom school to have 
the most comprehensive Buddhist doctrinal teachings. However, despite 
the superiority he attributes to the Hwaom school, it is clear that he wants 
his p’an-chiao system understood as a purely philosophical concept, rather 
than as a vehicle of sectarian propaganda. This can be seen in the conclud¬ 
ing sentence of his Commentary on the Nitvana Sutra : “If someone tries to 
read the intention of the Buddha manifested in the sutras by means of a sec¬ 
tarian p’an-chiao system, it is a serious mistake.” And in the preface to his 
Hwaomgyong so he adds: 

The teaching of the dharma-field of non-hindrance is originally neither 
dharma nor non-dharma, neither vast nor small, neither one nor many. Since 
it is not vast, it collapses into a small particle of dust but remains nothing; 
since it is not small, it becomes an expansive space but still leaves more; 
since it is not short, it is able to contain the kalpic waves of the three worlds; 
since it is not long, it enters into one moment with its entirety; since it is nei¬ 
ther dynamic nor static, samsdra becomes nirvana and nirvana becomes 
samsdra; since it is neither one nor many, one dharma is all dharmas and all 
dharmas are one dharma. Thus, the dharma of non-hindrance creates the 
dharma-gate to the dharma realm, and that is where all bodhisattvas enter 
and all Buddhas of the three worlds exist.... If someone is able to grasp the 
essence of the dharma-gate, they are immediately able to manifest through¬ 
out the three boundless worlds before a single thought-instant has lapsed. 
Furthermore, they will place all worlds of the ten directions into a single par¬ 
ticle of dust. 

In this passage Wonhyo presents his basic interpretation of the structure of 
the Hwaomgyong and the essential method of his own Hwaom thought- 
system, a dialectical logic that reconciles contradictions and the interpene¬ 
tration of opposites in terms of the relation between doctrine (chong) and 
essence (yo), and the opening (kae) and sealing (hap) of truth. 

As explained earlier, “doctrine” here refers to the unfolding of the one 
into the many, and “essence” refers to the unification of the many back into 
the one. When the truth is opened, it is called doctrine; when it is sealed, 
it is called essence. Consequently, when Wonhyo says, “Since [the teaching 
of the dharma-field] is not vast, it collapses into a small particle of dust but 
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remains nothing,” he is referring to the scaling of the truth into its essence 
through the unification of the many into one. Conversely, when he says, 
“Since it is not small, it becomes an expansive space but still leaves more,” 
he is referring to the opening of the essence of the truth into doctrine, or 
the unfolding of the one into the many. Also, when he says, “Since it is not 
short, it is able to contain the kalpic waves of the three worlds,” he is refer¬ 
ring to the opening of the essence of the truth into doctrine; whereas, when 
he says, “Since it is not long, it enters into one moment with its entirety,” 
he is referring to the sealing of the truth into its essence. 

Thus, when Wonhyo writes, “Since it is neither dynamic nor static, 
samsara becomes nirvana and nirvaria becomes sainsara ; since it is neither 
one nor many, one dharma is all dharmas and all dharmas are one dharma,” 
he is summarizing the dialectical interplay between essence and doctrine by 
means of the sealing and opening of truth. It is this dialectic of interpenetra¬ 
tion that provides the theoretical infrastructure for Wonhyo’s t’ong pulgyo , 
or Buddhism of total interpenetration. 


The Treatise on the Awakening 


of Mahayana Faith 


Long treasured as the foremost synthesis of all major Mahayana Buddhist 
doctrines, the Treatise on the Awakening of Niahayana Faith (a sixth-centurv 
Chinese apocryphon attributed to Asvaghosa) is the seminal text of Hast 
Asian Mahayana Buddhism. 7 It is also the subject of Wonhyo’s most 
important work, the Kisillon so (Commentary on the Treatise on the 
Awakening of Mahayana Faith), also known as the Haeclong so (C. Hai-do 
shu, or The Korean commentary). Though traditionally considered to be 
one of the three most authoritative commentaries on the Aivakening 0 f 
Faith , Wonhyo’s commentary is still not widely known, having been over 
shadowed by Fa-tsang’s work on the.same subject. Yet Fa-tsang himself 
made great use of many of Wonhyo’s basic philosophical writings, includ¬ 
ing the Kisillon so. 


In his commentary, Wonhyo argues that the Awakening of Faith was orig¬ 
inally a nonsectarian text revealing a key hermeneutical principle through 
which hwajaeng and Fong pulgyo can be achieved. This principle is contained 
in the Chinese ti-yung (K. ch’e-yong ), or essence-function, formula. Accord¬ 
ing to Wonhyo, by using the essence-function (or substance-operation) for¬ 
mula, all dialectical contradictions and polarized opposites (e.g., the One 
and the many, subject and object, nirvana and satnsara) can be perfectly 
harmonized, just as it is argued in Flwaom Buddhism. Ch’e signifies the 
internal, universal, and invisible dimensions of reality, whereas yong signifies 
its external, particular, and visible dimensions. Ch’e can likewise refer to the 
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static and unmoving aspect of reality while yong can refer to its dynamic 
aspect, which continually responds to causal conditions. 

The purpose of using the cb’e-yong formula is to show the inseparability or 
non-duality of two apparently contradictory concepts. This Mahayana 
Buddhist formulation contrasts with the dualistic neng-so (K. nung-so ), or 
subject-object formulation that fits the ordinary discriminating mind of 
sentient beings. The Platform Sutra , another major text of East Asian Bud¬ 
dhism, contains a famous analysis using the essence-function construction 
to illustrate the inseparability of meditation (samadbi) and wisdom (prajna ). 
While according to the neng-so construction meditation must “precede” the 
attainment of wisdom, making enlightenment the “object” of practice, 
through the ch'e-yong construction of Mahayana Buddhism, meditation and 
wisdom, or practice and enlightenment, are simultaneous and inseparable 
aspects of the Buddha’s mind of non-discrimination. 

Here is how the cb'e-yong formulation of the relationship between practice 
and enlightenment is expressed by the Ch’an patriarch Hui-neng in the 
Platform Sutra : 

Good friends, my teaching of the Dharma takes meditation (ting) and wis¬ 
dom (hui) as its basis. Never under any circumstances say mistakenly that 
meditation and wisdom arc different; they are a unity, not two things. Med¬ 
itation itself is the substance of wisdom, wisdom itself is the function of med¬ 
itation. At the very moment when there is wisdom, then meditation exists in 
wisdom. At the very moment when there is meditation, then wisdom exists 
in meditation. Good friends, this means that meditation and wisdom are 
alike. Students, be careful not to say that meditation gives rise to wisdom, or 
that wisdom gives rise to meditation, or that meditation and wisdom are dif¬ 
ferent from each other. 

Hui-neng then goes on to develop the simile of the lamp (representing ch’e) 
and its light (representing youg): 

Good friends, how then are meditation and wisdom alike? They are like the 
lamp and the light it gives forth. If there is a lamp there is light; if there is 
no lamp there is no light. The lamp is the substance of light; the light is the 
function of the lamp. Thus, although they have two names, in substance they 
are not two. Meditation and wisdom are also like this. 8 

Wonhyo’s interpretation of the Awakening of Faith also depends on the 
use of the ch'e-yong hermeneutic device, as can be seen from the very first 
paragraph of his commentary: 

The essence of Mahayana is generally described as being completely empty 
and very mysterious. However, no matter how mysterious it may be, can it 
exist anywhere but in the world of myriad phenomena? No matter how 
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empty it may be, it is still present in the conversations of the people. 
Although it exists nowhere except in the world of phenomena, none of the 
five eyes can see its form. Although it is always present in discourse, none of 
the four unlimit'd explanatory attributes can describe its shape. One may 
desire to call it “vast,” but it enters into the interiorless and nothing remains. 
One may want to call it “infinitesimal,” but it envelops the exteriorless with¬ 
out exhausting itself. One might say it is “something,” yet because of it, 
every thing is empty. One might say it is “nothing,” yet through it all the 
myriad things arise. I do not know its name, but if forced to name it, I will 
call it “Mahayana.” (T 44.202a-b) 

The ch’e-yong construction clearly complements Wonhyo’s Hwaom-based 
dialectic of opening (kae) and sealing (hap). For example, when WSnhyo 
states, One wants to call it [Mahayana] great, but it enters the interiorless 
and nothing remains,” he is describing the process of sealing the truth 
(che); whereas when he states, “but it envelops the exteriorless without 
exhausting itself,” he is describing the process of opening the truth (yotig). 
Again, the phrase “everything is empty because of it" represents sealing, 
while the phrase “yet myriad things arise through it" represents opening. 

Wonhyo goes on to analyze directly the ch’e-yong structure of the Atvak- 
ening of Faith in terms of this opening-sealing, doctrine-essence dialectic: 

Because this is the intent of the treatise, when it is unfolded, immeasurable 
and limitless meanings are found in its doctrine. Conversely, when it is 
sealed, the principle of the two aspects of One Mind is found to be its 
essence. Within the two aspects, myriad meanings are included without con- 
usion. These limitless meanings are identical to One Mind and are com- 
P et fy amalgamated with it. Therefore, it unfolds and seals freely and it 
establishes and refutes without restrictions. Unfolding without complicating, 
sea ing without narrowing, establishing without gaining, refuting without 
losing this is Asvaghosa’s wonderful skill and the essence of the Awakeniyiv 
of Faith. (202b) 6 

Ch’e, representing the universal essence of One Mind, seals without dimin¬ 
ishing, while yong , representing the external function, opens into myriad 
phenomena without exhausting itself. These two aspects of essence and 
function, or sealing and opening, are both identical to One Mind and there¬ 
fore freely interpenetrate without obstruction. 

Wonhyo systematically applies the essence-function soteriological for¬ 
mula, now understood in terms of the dialectical logic of sealing and open- 
ing, to nearly every problem raised by the Aivakening of Faith. At the begin¬ 
ning of the third section of his commentary, he interprets the first line of 
the invocation of the treatise and divides the Buddha-treasure (buddha- 
ratna) into two elements: (1) the merit of Buddha’s mind; and (2) the merit 
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of Buddha’s body. He then subdivides each element into its essence and 
function. Using the essence/function formula, he analyzes the text referring 
to the merit of Buddha’s mind as follows: 

In praising the excellence of Buddha’s mind, [one] is praising both its func¬ 
tion and its essence. The words, "whose acts are most excellent, who per¬ 
vades all the ten directions," praise the function of the Buddha’s acts.... The 
words "he is omniscient’’ praise the essence of Buddha’s wisdom. The func¬ 
tion of the Buddha’s acts pervades all the ten directions because there is 
nowhere that the essence of Buddha’s wisdom does not penetrate. The 
essence of Buddha’s wisdom penetrates everywhere, hence it is “omniscient.” 

In this analysis, Wonhyo utilizes the essence-function formula to portray 
the inseparability of the acts and wisdom of the Buddha. Here, enlightened 
wisdom, which comprehends emptiness (sunyata) , is the Buddha’s internal 
essence, and the compassionate acts, which liberate all sentient beings, are 
the Buddha’s external function. He goes on to apply the essence-function 
formula to the account of the Buddha’s body: 

The praise of the excellence of the Buddha’s form is twofold: (1) the words 
"who has form but is unimpeded" refer to the marvelousness of the essence 
of Buddha’s form; (2) the word "omnipotent" refers to the excellence of the 
function of Buddha’s form. 

Here, in agreement with Hwaom teaching, Wonhyo identifies the internal 
essence of the Buddha’s body with unimpededness or non-obstruction and 
its external function with complete freedom. In contrast, the Chinese com¬ 
mentaries on the Awakening of Faith , written by T’an-yen and Hui-yiian 
prior to Wonhyo’s, did not use the essence-function formula in analyzing 
these important passages. T’an-yen held that the phrase "whose acts are 
most excellent and omniscient” refers to the truth-body (dharmakaya) , and 
the phrase "whose body is unimpeded and completely free” refers to the 
reward-body (sambhogakdya) . Hui-yiian, in contrast, claims that the "acts" 
and "omniscience" in this phrase refer to the notion of the “marks of good 
fortune," and to the wisdom of the incarnate Buddha. While both of these 
interpretations analyze the virtues of the Buddha-ratna using different 
aspects of other well-known Buddhist doctrines, such as trikdya , or three- 
body theory, Wonhyo illustrates the inseparability of the two seemingly dif¬ 
ferent virtues through the ch'e-yong hermeneutic device. 

The ingenuity of Wonhyo’s analysis of the Awakening of Faith is evinced 
in his application of essence-function construction to the Mahayana Buddhist 
notion of faith (C. hsin) y the concept at the core of the treatise. At one point, 
Wonhyo uses ch'e-yong construction as a hermeneutic device to interpret the 
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meaning of the text’s title, Ta-ch’eng ch’i-hsin lun. If the Chinese title is 
translated into English as the “Treatise on the Awakening of Faith in 
Mahayana” (as has been done by virtually all translators), the word 
Mahayana (ta-ch’eng) —a Sanskrit term meaning “Great Vehicle —becomes 
the object of “awakening faith” (ch’i-hsin), thereby establishing a dualistic 
subject-object structure wholly alien to the text and to Mahayana Bud¬ 
dhism in general. Wonhyo is careful to point out that ta-ch’eng is not the 
object of ch’i-hsin but that “Mahayana” represents an internal essence— 
One Mind, or the Mind of Sentient Beings—while “faith” represents its 
external function. In Wonhyo’s own words: 

In conclusion, “Mahayana” is the essence of the doctrine of this treatise; and 
awakening faith” is its efficacious operation. Thus, the title is composed to 
show the unity of essence and function. Hence the words, Treatise on the 
Awakening of Mahayana Faith.” (T 44.203b) 

Thus, Wonhyo dispenses with the dualistic subject-object or faith-in con¬ 
struction, predominant in theistic religions, and replaces it with the ch’e- 
yong formulation of faith, or “faith-of.” According to Wonhyo, faith is simply 
the external function of One Mind, and the phrase ta-ch’eng in the title sim¬ 
ply means: “the naturally functioning mind, the properly operating 
mind,” or “the mind of faith.” 

An even more direct reading of the text s title is achieved by simply foD 
lowing the natural order of the Chinese characters (ta ch eng ch i-hsin) , which 
means “Mahayana arouses faith,” or Mind arouses faith. This rendering is 
in agreement with one of the first sentences of the treatise, which reads: 
“There is a principle that can arouse the root of Mahayana faith.” As the 
treatise then goes on to specify, the term “principle” here refers to One 
Mind, which is the Buddha's enlightened Mind of non-discrimination, and 
the above sentence actually means: “There is a Mind that can arouse the 
root of Mahayana faith.” In this sentence, “Mind” is the ch’e , and “faith” is 
th zyong, so that One Mind and faith cannot be separated. 

In his Kisillon so, Wonhyo elaborates on this statement in the following 
terms: 

The words “there is a Dharma” refer to the principle of One Mind. If people 
are able to understand this Dharma, they are bound to arouse the broad and 
great root of faith, hence, the words “that can arouse the root of Mahayana 
Faith.” The marks of “the root of Mahayana faith” are analogous to the 
description of faith given in the section on the explanation of the title. Once 
the root of faith is established, one immediately enters the Buddha s way. 
Having entered the Buddha’s way, one obtains inexhaustible treasures. 
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Wonhyo’s analysis of Mahayana Buddhist faith in terms of the essence- 
function formula, where One Mind is the essence and faith is the function, 
can be regarded as one of his most valuable contributions to Buddhist stud¬ 
ies. In this analysis he demonstrates that faith does not actually require an 
external object, as is assumed by the “faith-in” construction of dualistic 
thinking. Instead, from the perspective of essence-function construction, an 
act of faith can be seen as a form of return to one’s own true mind (One 
Mind). The contrast between the essence-function and subject-object struc¬ 
tures of faith thus takes on crucial soteriological implications. While the 
subject-object construction of faith posits that faith is merely a condition 
preliminary to enlightenment, the ch'e-yong view, in which faith is perceived 
as the external operation of one’s own mind, envisions faith and enlighten¬ 
ment as simultaneous and inseparable. This implies that as soon as a res¬ 
olute faith is awakened, the One Mind of Buddha is instantly realized. This 
is the conceptual leap that provides both the theoretical and practical basis 
for the doctrine of sudden enlightenment developed later, for example, in 
Chinul’s syncretic harmonization of Hwaom and Son Buddhism. 

Wonhyo then goes on to describe the characteristics of Mahayana faith 
using the essence-attributes-function (cb’e-sang-yong) formulation that 
appears in the Awakening of Faith , essentially a variation on the basic 
essence-function construction described earlier. The treatise posits One 
Mind and then divides it into, first, the absolute dimension of One Mind, 
and second, the phenomenal dimension of One Mind. Then it explains 
these two dimensions of One Mind in terms of the Three Greatnesses (ch’e, 
sang, and yong). Here, ch’e signifies the absolute dimension of One Mind, 
while sang and yong denote different aspects of the phenomenal dimension. 
Using this essence-attributes-functions formula to distinguish between the 
three components of Mahayana faith, Wonhyo writes: 

This treatise causes the faith of people to be awakened, hence the words [in 
its title], “Awakening [of} Faith.” Faith is a term that indicates certainty. 
Here, faith refers to certainty that the Truth really exists, that practice can 
get results, and that when practice does get results, there will be boundless 
merit. Faith that the Truth really exists is faith in the greatness of the essence 
[of Suchness]. Since we believe that all dharmas are unobtainable, we also 
believe that there really is a Dharma-world of equality. Faith that practice 
can get results is faith in the greatness of the attributes [of Suchness]. Since 
[we believe that the attributes of Suchness] possess the merit that belongs to 
the essence [but] permeate sentient beings, [we] also believe that [we] surely 
return to the Source by being permeated by the attributes [of Suchness]. 
Faith in the operation of boundless merit is faith in the greatness of the oper¬ 
ation [of Suchness], because there is nothing that Suchness does not do. If 
one can awaken these three faiths, one can enter the world of the Buddha’s 
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Dharma, produce all merits, be free from all demonic states, and attain the 
Peerless Way. 

In this analysis, Wonhyo defines faith as “a term that indicates being cer¬ 
tain.” Moreover, it is being certain of the following three truths: (1) One 
Mind exists; (2) practice gets results; and (3) when practice gets results, 
there will be boundless merits. Faith as a form of certainty means the 
removal of all doubts and wrong attachments. In Wonhyo’s own words: 

Sentient beings fall into the sea of life and death and do not hasten to the 
shore of nirvana for so long because of doubts and wrong attachments. 
Therefore, what is meant by "saving sentient beings” is to help them to elim¬ 
inate their doubts and forsake their wrong attachments.... Specifically, two 
things are doubted by those seeking Mahayana. The first is the Dharma. 
Doubting this prevents the determination to practice. The second is the 
method. Doubting this prevents practice itself. 

According to Wonhyo, doubt of the Dharma is eradicated by establishing 
the principle of One Mind; whereas doubt about method is eradicated by 
establishing the efficacy of practice. Through the elimination of doubt and 
the attainment of certainty, one acquires the resolute confidence of ‘non¬ 
backsliding” or “non-retrogressive” faith, which means reaching the level of 
aniyata rasi , or the ‘‘determined class, the standard for the perfection of 
faith” established by The Awakening of Faith. The first part of the treatise 
explains the principles of non-backsliding faith in terms of One Mind, its 
two dimensions, and the Three Greatnesses, for the benefit of those who 
have not attained the level of niyata rasi or the determined class. Later, the 
treatise explains the principles of the second, lower level of faith, or the 
“faith of those who have not yet returned to One Mind.” This concept of a 
second level of faith, or a backsliding faith belonging to those who are still 
at the level of aniyata rasi , or the undetermined class, originates in the the¬ 
ory of four faiths and five practices found in Chapter Four of the treatise 
“On Faith and Practice.” The beginning of Chapter Four reads: “We will 
now present a discussion of faith and practice. This discussion is intended 
for those who have not yet joined the niyata rasi , or the determined class.” 
Thus, we know this second kind of faith refers to those who are still in a 
retrogressive state and can “fall back” at any time. Concerning those in this 
state, the treatise asks: “What kind of faith (should they have), and how 
should they practice it?” The response follows: 

Briefly speaking, there are four faiths. What are they? The first is to believe 
in the Ultimate Source, or to be mindful, with the utmost willingness, of the 
principle of Suchness. The second is to believe that the Buddha has innu- 
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merablc excellent virtues, or to think always of being close to Buddha, to 
make offerings to him, and to respect him. Furthermore, it means to awaken 
the capacity for goodness, which means wishing to have the omniscience that 
the Buddha has. The third is to believe that the Dharma is the source of great 
benefits, or to always think of practicing all of the perfections. The fourth is 
to believe that the sangha is able to correctly practice the Mahayana ideal of 
benefiting both oneself and others, or to rejoice always in being close to the 
assembly of bodhisattvas and to pursue genuine practice as it does. 

Thus, the “four faiths” described by the treatise consist of faith in Suchness, 
followed by faith in the Three Jewels, namely, the Buddha, the Dharma, 
and the Sangha. Traditionally, it has been believed that establishing a deep 
faith in the Three Jewels is the very foundation of Buddhist religious life, 
but this treatise is unique in that it adds another aspect of faith, namely, a 
deep faith in the principle of Suchness. 

One of the great contributions Wonhyo’s commentary on the treatise 
makes is the clarification that this secondary mode of faith—the affirmation 
of both Suchness and the Three Jewels—is itself only an externalized and 
symbolic form of the primary mode of faith—the affirmation of One Mind 
and the Three Greatnesses. Rhi Ki-yong, a scholar of Wonhyo’s philosophy 
and the author of a book entitled Wonbyo sasang (Wonhyo’s thought), pro¬ 
vides a valuable synopsis of Wonhyo’s doctrine of returning to the Three 
Jewels (triratna), and the central role it plays in his system of thought. 

At the crux of Buddhism is the “three surrenders to the Three Jewels (tri¬ 
ratna)." The shortest path to Wonhyo’s Buddhist thought is to delve into 
his conception of triratna'. 

The Buddha, the Dharma, and the sangha. The invocation in the Taesung 
kisil/on so offers the following characteristics of his thought: (1) Buddhism 
consists of returning to the triratna and depending on them; (2) The Three 
Jewels are nothing but the external expression of ilsim (One Mind); (3) The 
object of what Wonhyo thought of as religion is One Mind, the external 
expression of which is the triratna.... Wonyho is particularly emphatic on 
this point. His profound understanding of the essential nature of the trirat¬ 
na is explicit in the explanation of the trisarana (three returnings) he gives in 
his first invocation of the Taesung kisillon : “that which the One Mind returns 
to is but the triratna." This is an important contribution to the Mahayanist 
understanding of triratna? 

Rhi adds that Wonhyo’s doctrine of returning to the triratna is an example 
of his principle of hwajaeng, because it reconciles the Hinayanist view of the 
Three Jewels, which considers them to be real objects of faith, with the 
Mahayanist view, which emphasizes the inferiority or symbolic quality of 
the triratna. 
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According to Wonhyo, those at the level of aniyata rasi , who have a back¬ 
sliding faith, are attached to the dualistic neng-so (faith-in) framework, con¬ 
sequently, they mistakenly externalize the triratna as “objects” of faith. 
However, those at the level of ?iiyata rasi , who have a non-backsliding faith, 
are governed by the non-dualistic ch’e-yong (“faith-of”) construction, 
according to which faith does not require an object but is instead the natu¬ 
ral operation of one’s own mind. At this level, the secondary faith directed 
outward to Suchness and the Three Jewels is recognized as an externalized 
objectification of primary faith, which is directed inward to One Mind and 
the Three Greatnesses. In Wonhyo’s view, Buddha represents ch’e (essence) 
at the absolute level of One Mind, while Dharma is sang (attribute), and 
sangha is yong (function) at the phenomenal level of One Mind. Thus, 
according to Wonhyo’s principle of hwajaeng , the Greatnesses (essence 
attributes, and functions), and the Jewels (Buddha, Dharma, and sangha) 
signify the inner and outer dimensions of One Mind, and ultimately are 
identical in both structure and content. 


Wonhyo’s Legacy 

We have looked at Wonhyo’s efforts at reconciling the various doctrinal 
disputes of the Unified Silla period in an attempt to create a fully compre 
hensive, all-inclusive Buddhism— t’ong pulgyo. As stated earlier, Wonhyo’s 
syncretic outlook was very much in keeping with the overall cultural cl' 
mate of Silla, an atmosphere that favored synthesis in all fields of intelle 
tual and artistic endeavor. But even after the fall of Silla, syncretism 
tinued as the fundamental, driving force in Korean Buddhism, and the 
search for t’ong pulgyo still occupied Buddhist thinkers of the succeedi 
Koryo dynasty, as well as those coming after. In this light, Wonhyo’s corf 
tribution is obvious: by combining the dialectical device of essence-function 
with that of opening-sealing, he created a powerful interpretive tool for the 
examination of Buddhist texts, one that allowed him to apply the principle 
of hwajaeng, or harmonization, to a wide variety of theoretical conflicts In 
so doing, he established the basic conceptual structure within which all sub¬ 
sequent discussion of t’ong pulgyo would take place. 

But it would be a mistake to see Wonhyo as concerned primarily with the 
reconciliation of sectarian differences. His interest in harmonization goes 
much farther, for he was one of the first thinkers directly to confront the 
latent tension within Buddhism between scriptural theory and meditative 
experience—that is, between the intellectual, language-based study of 
scripture, and direct experiential learning, or meditation. As can be seen in 
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his discussion of the idea of faith in his commentary on the Awakening of 
Faith, Wonhyo tries to strike a delicate and subtle balance between a series 
of interconnected opposites: between scriptural study and meditation, lan¬ 
guage and direct experience, intellect and intuition. Using the principle of 
hwajaeng , he shows how both sides of the equation are ultimately subsumed 
within the larger, all-inclusive entity of Mahayana faith, coexisting sepa¬ 
rately and yet completely interpenetrative. In the final analysis, we can see 
that this is where Wonhyo’s true value lies, for the opposition between the¬ 
ory and praxis cuts across simple school divisions, and it eventually became 
the focus of all later attempts at the development of Fong ptilgyo. 


Notes 

1. In 372, Shun-tao, a Chinese monk, traveled to Koguryo at the invitation of 
King Sosurim (r. 371-383), bringing sacred images and scriptures. In 375 a sec¬ 
ond Chinese Buddhist priest, A-tao, came to Koguryo, and the government built 
the first two Buddhist temples in-Korea for these priests, the Songmunsa and the 
Ibullansa. Buddhism flourished, and within twenty years there were nine Buddhist 
temples in the capital city alone. In 393 King Sosurim converted to Buddhism. 
This established a deep, unifying bond between Buddhism and the state, which 
was thereafter a principal characteristic of Buddhism in Korea. 

2. Confucianism, the profound tradition of social rectification based on the 
teachings of Confucius (551 B.C.E.-479 B.C.E.), entered Korea most likely in the 
early period of the Koguryo dynasty. We know from the Samkuk Saki (Chronicles 
of the Three Kingdoms) that in 372 C.E., the second year of King Sosurim’s reign, 
a national university dedicated to Confucian studies was established in Koguryo. 
But it was not until the Yi dynasty (1393-1910) that the Confucian sociopolitical 
system rose to a position of great power. 

3. In 385, thirteen years after Buddhism was introduced to Koguryo, an Indian 
monk named Marananta came to Paekche from China and was openly welcomed 
by the Paekche king, Chinmyu. Within a year a temple was erected, and soon 
thereafter Buddhism became the state religion. 

4. Korean tradition has it that the Chinese missionary priest A-tao, who intro¬ 
duced Buddhism into Koguryo, later brought Buddhism to Silla during the reign 
of King Nulji (417-457). However, A-tao’s Buddhism spread only among the 
common people, and did not reach the ruling class. The second Chinese monk to 
enter Silla was Yiian-piao, an envoy from the Liang dynasty in China. Despite con¬ 
tinual resistance from Silla’s aristocracy, Yiian-piao’s Buddhism was welcomed by 
the royal court, since it was institutionalized, universalized, and scripturalized, all 
of which could help in governing the nation. 

5. Pulgyohak T’ongin Hoe, ed. Wonhyo chonjip (Seoul: Dongguk Yokkyong 
Won, 1973) 383-84. 

6. Park Chong-hong, “Wonhyo ui chorhak sasang,” in Han’guk sasang sa (A his¬ 
tory of Korean thought), edited by Han’guk Sasang Yon’guhoe (The Association 
for the Study of Korean Thought) (Seoul: Ilshinsa, 1976), 59-88. 
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7. See Yoshito S. Hakeda, The Awakening of Faith , attributed to Asvaghosa (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1969). 

8 . Philip Yampolsky, trans. The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1967) 135-37. 

9- Rhi Ki-yong, Wonhyo sasang (Wonhyo’s thought) (Seoul: Hongbopwon, 1978 ). 
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The Koryo Period 

Robert E Buswell, J r 


T he transfer OF political power from Unified Silla to the Koryo 
dynasty in 937 initially had little effect on the then firmly 
entrenched Buddhist schools of the peninsula. The early Koryo 
rulers inherited from their Silla predecessors a confidence in the 
ability of Buddhism to guarantee the safety of the nation. In order to ensure 
the efficacy of that protection, the court ordered the general worship of the 
Buddha, sponsored numerous temple-construction projects, and lent lavish 
support’to the Buddhist ecclesia both economically and politically. Bud¬ 
dhist monks were accorded a semi-aristocratic status, and gained thereby 
an opportunity for secular advancement while remaining within the eccle¬ 
siastical ranks. A monastic examination system, modeled after the civil- 
service examinations, allowed students in both the meditative (Son) and 
doctrinal (Kyo) schools to rise to the top of the church hierarchy, and thus 
gain access to the sources of secular power as well. While this system boost¬ 
ed the educational level of the safigha and fostered considerable social 
mobility for a semi-feudal state, it ultimately enervated the spiritual aspi¬ 
rations of Buddhism by encouraging interest in secular pursuits. The 
exemption of monks from corvee labor and the military draft filled the 
monasteries with people seeking either personal aggrandizement or an 
escape from the hardships of military and agricultural service. 

Another symptom of crisis was the increasing stridency of the debates 
between the Son and Kyo schools, which had begun during the Silla. The 
resolution of these intersectarian tensions would occupy the greatest repre¬ 
sentatives of both traditions, including Uich’on (1055-1101), the putative 
founder of the Korean branch of the T’ien-t'ai (K. Ch ont’ae) school, and 
Chinul (1158-1210), the preeminent Son exegete, whose contributions to 
the evolution of Koryo Buddhism far outweigh those of his contemporaries. 
Chinul’s thought, in particular, informs so profoundly all subsequent devel¬ 
opments during the Koryo period that it perforce will be the focus of atten¬ 
tion in this section. The search for an “ecumenical Buddhism” (t’ongpulgyo), 
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which was the goal of the Koryo Buddhists, informed much of the subse¬ 
quent evolution of the tradition, and produced a unique form of Buddhism 
in the Chogye-chong, which thenceforth was the dominant school in Kore¬ 
an Buddhism. This school merged Son practice with the scholastic philoso¬ 
phy of the Kyo schools, especially that of Hwaom (C. Hua-yen). 


Synthetic Approaches 

Uich on and Chinul represent two diametrically opposed perspectives from 
which the reconciliation between the Son and Kyo schools could be pur¬ 
sued. Whereas Uich on, steeped in Hwaom and Ch’ont’ae thought, tried to 
incorporate Son into Kyo, Chinul was a fervent champion of the Son 
approach, and sought to merge Kyo with Son. Each in his own way sought 
to restore what they perceived to be the fundamental harmony between 
doctrinal exegesis and meditative development. Chinul’s successor, Chin’ 
gak Hyesim (1178-1234), subsequently broached the possibility that this 
syncretic tendency could be expanded to embrace the “Three Religions” of 
Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism, thus anticipating the rapp roc | lc 
ment that would be so prominent in Choson dynasty religion. 

The principal concern of this syncretism was to find a common ground 
underlying contrasting approaches to Buddhist religious endeavor. Both 
Son and Kyo philosophers accepted that there was an essential unity vari 
ously called the one mind, the Buddha-nature (S. buddhadhatu ), the nu 
nous awareness (yongji), or the realm of reality (Skt. dharma-dhatu) 
harmonized the diversity of religious views. Each of these diffc ^ 
approaches could be seen as a unique expression of the same whole 
Chinul often notes in his treatises, citing the Silla Hwaom exegete, Ui s S 
(625-668), “Within the one there is everything, and within the many 
one. The one is precisely everything; the many are precisely the one” (KZ 
216, quoting. Uisang). East Asians in general, and the Koreans in particu 
lar, conceived of Buddhist doctrine as a mass of often disparate teachin 
adapted to different needs, capacities, and temperaments. Dissensio^ 
between rival schools was seen as the result of grasping at any one of these 
particular interpretations of the Dharma as being absolute truth and reject 
ing the validity of all other approaches. The Buddha had warned that intel- 
ectual positions based on speculative opinion inevitably occasioned 
conflict, clinging, and pride, thus impeding the apprehension of the ulti¬ 
mate Dharma that transcends all limiting views. The Buddha claimed that 
he held no views of his own: it was the world that conflicted with him, he 
says, not he with the world. 1 The Dharma was a'raft that could ferry one 
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across the river of birth and death to the "other shore” of nirvana; but after 
this raft had served its purpose, it was wrong to be so attached to it that 
one would pick it up and carry it on one’s back. 2 Using the Dharma to van¬ 
quish one’s religious rivals ran counter to its specific salvific purpose, and 
was more perilous to such disputants than complete ignorance of the Dharma 
would have been. Eschewing controversy based on speculative views was 
essential to the success of one’s spiritual vocation. 

The harmonization of conflicting accounts of Buddhist doctrine and prac¬ 
tice could enhance the prospects of spiritual advancement, showing that it 



11. Chinul (1158-1210). 
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was only because people had not penetrated to the source of their own 
being that sectarian contention occurred. Thus Uich’on writes: 

The doctrine established by the saints valued the practice of meditation. 
[That doctrine] is not something which is to be merely proclaimed by the 
mouth but ought, in fact, to be practiced by the body. How can [practice] be 
considered something as useless as a bitter gourd that is hung to one side 
[and never eaten]? 3 

Chinul confirms this diagnosis: 

What the World Honored One [the Buddha] spoke with his lips is Kyo; 
what the Patriarchs [of Son] transmitted with their minds is Son. The mind 
and words of the Buddha and patriarchs cannot be contradictory. How is it 
that you fail to penetrate to the source, and instead, self-satisfied in your 
habits, wrongly foment contention and pass the entire day in a futile way? 1 

The rapprochement between meditation and doctrine worked out by 
Uich’on and Chinul was an attempt to restore a proper attitude toward the 
Dharma. Both strove to resolve the conflict plaguing the Koryo church by 
countering the rival positions of Son and Kyo: on the one hand, that doc¬ 
trinal understanding served no purpose whatsoever in effecting spiritual 
liberation, as the most radical factions within Son insisted; and on the other 
that a firm foundation in scriptural learning was essential if meditation w as 
to be efficacious, as Kyo contended. 

Uich on s approach to Buddhist syncretism was based upon the symbio¬ 
sis he envisaged between doctrinal study and formal meditation practice. To 
perfect the student’s understanding of Buddhism, he developed a stringent 
curriculum that led the student through a series of texts drawn from the 
Hinayana, Yogacara, Tathagatagarbha, and Hua-yen traditions. By demon¬ 
strating the affinities between these different strata of Buddhist philosoph¬ 
ical literature, he was able to reconcile the variant accounts of Buddhist 
doctrine and thereby mitigate sectarian conflicts between the Kyo schools 
The motivation for the study of Buddhism was, however, as important as 
its content. To study merely in order to build one’s knowledge or to dispute 
with rivals emasculated the true purpose of the Dharma as an aid to liber¬ 
ation: “I observe that the present generation of theological students studies 
the whole day through without knowing why it is studying. Some are lost 
in biased heterodoxies; others are lost in the pursuit of fame and fortune; 
some are prideful; others are slothful; some are ambivalent [about their 
study]. Hence, even by the end of their lives, they will be unable to find the 
path [leading to enlightenment].” 5 It is only when study is coupled with 
personal commitment to the quest for enlightenment that its justification 
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is apparent. Uich’on was 
attempting to guarantee a role for 
formal meditation practice within 
Koryo scholasticism, knowing 
that it was only through personal 
meditative experience that the 
rapprochement he sought 
between Kyo and Son would be 
effected. 

But meditation would not be 
efficacious unless it was based on 
profound doctrinal knowledge. 

This was the principal qualm that 
Uich’on felt concerning the Son 
school, with its near-exclusive 
stress on meditation. As an avid 
bibliophile, who had collected 
thousands of volumes by East 
Asian exegetes, Uich’on was re¬ 
pelled by Son’s vociferous claims 
that scriptural knowledge had no 
role at all in spiritual cultivation, 
and rejected them as inauthentic: 

“What was called Son in the past 
was an approach that matured 12. Sakyanuini Buddha.Koryo Period, 

one’s meditation while relying on 

Kyo. What is called Son nowadays is to talk about Son while abandoning 
Kyo. To speak about Son nowadays is to grasp at the name but to forget the 
theme; to practice Son [correctly] is to base oneself on the scriptural^ expla¬ 
nations and realize their meaning [through meditation practice].” 6 Uichon 
consistently supported the Kyo schools, to the detriment of Son, giving Kyo 
its last chance to restore itself to the prominence it enjoyed during the 
Unified Silla period. After his premature death at the age of forty-seven, 
however, Kyo succumbed to the inevitable. Unable to counter the rise to 
primacy of the Son school, Kyo retained only a subsidiary role in KoryS 
Buddhism after Chinul’s time. 

As a Son meditator who nevertheless retained a strong interest in the 
scriptural teachings of Kyo, Chinul began his reconciliation of the two 
branches of Buddhism by attempting to authenticate the Son approach in 
the sutras. In the preface to his Excerpts from the Exposition of the Avatamsaka 
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Sutra, he tells of the events that led to his syncretic vision. He had long had 
deep faith in the Son approach, and had been practicing under the assump¬ 
tion made by Son that one could achieve Buddhahood simply by deepening 
one’s introspection until the noumenal nature of the mind was perceived. 
But when he asked some Hwaom scholars about their contemplative sys¬ 
tem, he was told that the Hwaom adept was to meditate on the multiva¬ 
lent state of interaction obtaining between all the phenomenal objects in 
the universe—the state that Hwaom called the “unimpeded interpenetra¬ 
tion between all phenomena” (sasa muae; C. shih-shih ivu-ai). Chinul felt 
that such an externally oriented approach would disturb one’s concentra¬ 
tion of mind. But if through introspection one could control the mind’s ten¬ 
dency to view things always in terms of oneself—if one could remove the 
subjective tendency to inject the ego into the perceptual process—then 
those phenomena would naturally be seen to be in interaction with one 
another, and the state of infinite interfusion described by Hwaom would be 
accomplished effortlessly. Unable to resolve his doubts on the matter through 
discussions with established teachers, Chinul reviewed the Buddhist scrip¬ 
tures, searching for a passage that might substantiate the Son claim that 
enlightenment could be achieved through introspection. It was in the 
Avatamsaka Sutra, the principal text of the Hwaom school itself, that such 
verification was found: “The wisdom of the Tathagata is just the same. J t j s 
complete in the bodies of all sentient beings. It is merely that deluded ordi¬ 
nary persons are unaware of it.” 7 From then on he was convinced of the 
affinities between the scriptural teachings of Buddhism—particularly the 
Hwaom interpretations of those teachings—and the practices of Son A 
subsequent reading of Li T’ung-hsiian’s (635-730) commentary on the 
Avatamsaka Siitra revealed a method by which ordinary persons could awak 
en to their innate Buddhahood at the in.ception of practice. This proved to 
Chinul that statements made by Son masters, which were informed by their 
enlightenment experiences, could be confirmed in the sutras, which were 
ostensibly spoken by the Buddha himself. In this way, the esoteric, mind- 
to-mind transmission of Son was shown to have the same authority as anv 
of the scriptures of Buddhism. Since the words of the Buddha and the 
mind-transmission of the patriarchs could not be contradictory, the steps of 
practice outlined in the Son and Kyo schools differed only because they 
were designed for people at different stages of spiritual development. 

Chinul was fundamentally a Son master who upheld the authenticity of 
the esoteric transmission of that school. But he could draw on Hwaom philo¬ 
sophy to explain the content of the Son enlightenment experience and defend 
it against charges of heterodoxy. His reading of the scriptures suggested to 
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Chinul that the experience engendered by Son meditation was actually 
identical with the sudden realization of the realm of reality (dharma-dhatu) 
as .taught in Hwaom. To counter charges that Son introspection was noth¬ 
ing more than a glorified aphasia, Chinul stresses in Complete and Sudden 
Attainment of Buddhahood (KZ 200-266) that Buddhahood as it is inter¬ 
preted in Son does not mean the mere passive vision of the self-nature; it is 
rather the dynamic application of all the qualities brought to light in that 
vision. This realization of the fundamental, non-dual nature that is identi¬ 
cal in both ignorant sentient beings and enlightened Buddhas brings to 
light two aspects of that nature: the phenomenal function (yong), which 
manifests objects in the sensory realms in all of their diversity, and the 
noumenal essence (ch’e), which is the perfect, bright, and autonomous foun¬ 
dation of the dharma-dhatu. It is through these two aspects that the nature 
exhibits itself amid all plurality and thus accomplishes the unimpeded 
interpenetration of all phenomena. Since the functioning of that self-nature 
is unimpeded in all affairs, and since its functioning in the phenomenal 
sphere is never separate from its'noumenal essence, if someone will look 
back on the radiance emanating from the enlightened nature, falsity will be 
extinguished, the mind’s activities will be purified, and the myriad phe¬ 
nomena will be shown to exist in a state of perfect harmony. Consequently 
the perfect interfusion of all phenomena as taught by Hwa5m is not dis* 
tinct from the fundamental nature of sentient beings; and if that nature is 
realized through Son practice, the Hwaom vision of enlightenment will be 
spontaneously realized as well. 

Conversely, Chinul also tried to counter the notion prevalent among Son 
adepts that the scholastic schools, and especially Hwaom, were simply 
engaged in speculative philosophy, and had no interest in meditation prac¬ 
tice. Son valued a minimum of words, and tried to keep the presentation of 
its teachings as simple and unpretentious as possible. Many Son students 
assumed that because this terse style was antithetical to the prolix concep¬ 
tual descriptions prevalent in the scholastic schools, its rhetoric was closer 
to non-conceptual reality. Speculative philosophy, as a product of the con¬ 
ceptualizing processes of thought, only sustained the tendency toward dis¬ 
crimination, which was regarded as the force that prevented beings from 
realizing the undifferentiated, enlightened nature. Chinul, however, cau¬ 
tioned Son adepts that the conceptual descriptions used in the scholastic 
teachings were actually intended to incite the student toward the attain¬ 
ment of Buddhahood, the same goal as that sought in Son practice. Doc¬ 
trinal descriptions were aimed at sentient beings of lesser capacity, who 
were not yet capable of engendering the radical non-attachment from even 
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thought itself that Son demanded. Hence, such descriptions could instill 
proper understanding of the path and the results anticipated from follow¬ 
ing it, and encourage students to have confidence in their ability to apply 
themselves in their practice. Eventually, such conventional descriptions 
would have to be abandoned in order to gain direct access to non-conceptu- 
al truth. Chinul himself did not hesitate to use Hwaom thought as a heuris¬ 
tic tool in explaining his own school. Always stressing the utilitarian func¬ 
tion of Hwaom theory, however, he never advocated the classic contempla¬ 
tions of the orthodox Hwaom school, but instead encouraged introspection 
on the fundamental essence of the clkarma-dhatu itself. 


Introspection and Buddha-Nature 

Chinul’s syncretic outlook was based on his equation of the Hwaom teach¬ 
ing that Buddhahood may be achieved at the very inception of practice with 
the Son tenet that Buddhahood could be accomplished instantly merely by 
seeing one’s own original nature. As a corollary to this, Chinul saw a corre¬ 
spondence between, on the one hand, Li T’ung-hsiian’s premise that the 
discriminative minds of sentient beings are originally identical to the fun¬ 
damental wisdom of Buddhahood, and, on the other, the Sdn claim that 
“mind is Buddha.” The essential unity of Kyo and Son will be recognized 
when the unmoving wisdom of universal brightness the quality of sen¬ 
tience that is most fundamental to all ‘‘sentient beings is perceived. Such 
insight is achieved through the faculty of introspection or counter-illumi¬ 
nation” (panjo): looking back on the mind itself and verifying thereby the 
truth of one’s innate Buddhahood. Thus the sectarian rapprochement 
forged by Chinul was based on direct experience of the mind-nature, not 
simply on hypothesis or logical proof. The vision of an undiscriminated real¬ 
ity that is no longer bound by the limitations inherent in conceptualization 
reconciles all rival standpoints, and consummates ecumenism. 

Analytical treatments of truth are generally eschewed in Son. Although 
S5n masters, Chinul included, often use doctrinal concepts in order to 
explain Buddhism in such a way that people of lesser capacity will be able 
to grasp it for themselves, this is done with the sole purpose of prompting 
the student to put that theory into practice by introspection into the mind 
itself, and not to promulgate still more theoretical positions. Descriptions 
that are intended to provide a logically consistent, theoretical perspective, 
which delimits and separates the true from the false, are inherently inca¬ 
pable of expressing a comprehensive position that could embrace all possi¬ 
ble viewpoints. The narrowness of any such perspective, and the clinging to 
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that perspective that ignorance engenders, will inevitably entangle the pro¬ 
ponent in argumentation and contention instead of leading to that truth 
itself. As Chinul says, “When those of lesser spiritual faculties grasp at 
words, everything becomes different. When those who are accomplished 
understand properly, everything becomes the same” (KZ 218). Hence, one 
of the primary results of speculative views is that the person is forced into 
conflict with those who hold different views. 

It is through introspection—“tracing back the radiance of the mind” or 
“tracing the radiance emanating from the mind back to its source”—that 
limited conceptual understanding is overcome and one is able to have a 
direct vision of the unimpeded interpenetration of all phenomena. “If you 
can suddenly forget the differences in the theoretical interpretations of the 
established verbal teachings and, while sitting quietly in a private room, 
empty your heart and cleanse your thoughts, trace back the radiance of 
your own mind, and return to its source, then you can consider the pure 
nature of the sublime mind which appears in that immediate thought- 
moment to be the original enlightenment that is involved in defilement, 
the original enlightenment of the nature’s purity, the unimpeded dharma- 
dhatu , the Buddha of Unmoving Wisdom, or Vairocana Buddha. Where 
noumenon and phenomena and self and other are identical, any of these 
alternatives is justified” (KZ 217). Rather than advocate another conceptual 
position from which to confront the pluralism of religious views Chinul 
proposed raising the debate to an entirely different level. His focus on the 
pure nature of the mind” was an entirely new criterion for the assessment 
of theological positions, which demanded direct, empirical confirmation of 
its validity, not mere speculative support. 

Introspection was a technique that turned the usual propulsion of the 
mind out into the world of the senses back in upon the mind itself, until the 
fundamental source of the mind, the wisdom of universal brightness was 
discovered. To trace the inherent radiance of the mind back to its source 
meant to realize instantaneously that one had oneself always been com¬ 
pletely enlightened, and that it was only one’s mistaken belief that one was 
not enlightened that impeded this realization. If adepts 

can trace back the light and look back on the mind, the defilements that 
have abided on the ground of ignorance for vast eons of time become the wis¬ 
dom of universal brightness of all the Buddhas.... These are all entirely their 
own essence and not external things. (KZ 218) 

Introspection is the means of showing the essential oneness of all external 
phenomena, and the fusion that exists between the noumenon and all par- 
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ticularities. It engenders an all-encompassing outlook that, by absorbing all 
differences, can resolve all conflicts and tensions both within oneself and in 
one s interactions with the external environment. The direct realization of 
one’s innate enlightenment, which is achieved through introspection, is 
therefore the experience that reveals the commonality of concern between 
the meditative and scholastic enterprises within Buddhism. 

The central role of introspection in Korean Son testifies to the durability 
of the Tathagatagarbha tradition in East Asian Buddhism. The utility of 
this technique demands the presence of an innate enlightened nature, i.e., 
Buddhahood, within each individual, which merely needs to be restored to 
its original primacy. Rather than seek to remove unwholesome or create 
wholesome tendencies of mind, introspection merely “looks back” on this 
deeply recessed, yet ever-present reality, allowing it to reassert itself. As the 
enlightened nature resurfaces, all problems in the phenomenal sphere that 
were caused by the estrangement from this reality are resolved, and the full 
potential force inherent in that nature is again able to express itself freely. 
On the basis this ontology of mind, Chinul developed the first of three prin¬ 
cipal approaches to Buddhist spiritual praxis: a proleptic faith in and under¬ 
standing of the truth of one’s inherent Buddhahood, which was based on Li 
T’ung-hsuan’s (635-730) unique interpretation of Chinese Hua-yen 
thought. The Korean Son school asserts that Buddhahood is immanent at 
all times, in all beings; a student need only allow it to manifest itself freely. 
There is no need to look outside oneself for Buddhahood, for Buddhahood 
is nothing more than one’s own mind: “The Buddha-nature exists at pres¬ 
ent right within yourself; why do you vainly seek for it outside? (KZ 1*41). 
Consequently, “If you want to know the source of all the Buddhas, awaken 
to the fact that your own ignorance originally is Buddha (KZ 207, quot¬ 
ing Li T’ung-hsiian). This conviction of one’s own inherent enlightenment 
provides a vital motivation for practice. The ultimate destiny of all sentient 
b e i n g S —their achievement of enlightenment, of Buddhahood—is staring 
them in the face at every moment they are sentient. It only remains for one 
to turn away from the deluded pursuits that continue to entangle one in the 
never-ending cycle of birth and death, and look back into oneself in faith, 
for that destiny to be fulfilled. 


Sudden Awakening/Gradual Cultivation 

The Koryo Son church derived from this view of the innateness of Buddha¬ 
hood a special soteriological stratagem: sudden awakening/gradual culti¬ 
vation.” This approach had its roots in the long controversy within East 
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Asian Buddhism as to whether enlightenment was achieved instantaneous¬ 
ly or by a gradual process of development. The Koreans accepted the sud¬ 
den awakening/gradual cultivation approach as being the most appropriate 
for the majority of people, because it provided the most comprehensive and 
utilitarian account of the processes governing praxis and gnosis. While the 
rectitude of other approaches was not at issue, their viability as a means of 
practice was questionable. The view that the initial sudden awakening had 
to be followed by gradual cultivation v/as first promulgated in Korea by 
Chinul, who adopted it from the writings of the Chinese cxegete, Tsung-mi 
(780-841), regarded as the Fourth Patriarch of both the Hua-yen scholas¬ 
tic school and the Ho-tse school of Ch’an. Awakening and cultivation were 
further subdivided: the understanding and realization awakenings are dis-' 
tinguished, as are the absolute cultivation of no-thought and the provi¬ 
sional cultivation that deals with all matters. For heuristic purposes, we 
may treat awakening and cultivation separately; however, in practice they 
would have had to function symbiotically. 

The approach of the Ho-tse school, as formalized by Tsung-mi, involved 
an initial understanding-awakening, which produced correct comprehen¬ 
sion of both the nature and characteristics of dharmas as well as of the con¬ 
ventional and absolute aspects of phenomena. This awakening, which 
occurs instantaneously, allows the student to know that he is in fact innately 
enlightened and is identical in principle with all of the Buddhas. 

Just what is sudden awakening? Due to beginningless delusion, you consid 
er materiality to be the body, deluded thoughts to be the mind, and these 
together to be the self. But if you come across a spiritual advisor who explains 
the significance of such concepts as the immutability and adaptability of the 
mind, you can abruptly awaken to the fact that your own true mind is onV 
mally calm and devoid of all dualities; it is the dhamakaya itself This non- 
duahty of body and mind is the true I; there is not the slightest difference 
between it and all the Buddhas. Consequently, it is said that awakening ic 
sudden. (KZ 278, quoting Tsung-mi) 

The illusion of bondage and the achievement of sudden awakening i s 
compared to a free man dreaming that he is incarcerated, who, by simply 
waking from his nightmare, would see that he in fact has always been free 
In this scheme, the initial understanding-awakening allows the compre¬ 
hension of the true nature of the mind and one’s innate potential for 
enlightenment. This understanding is, however, fully authenticated only 
after the realization-awakening, the culmination of one’s vocation, when 
one experiences full enlightenment* for oneself. At that point, the passive 
knowledge of one s potential enlightenment is transformed into a dynamic 
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capacity to draw on that enlightenment in guiding other beings toward lib¬ 
eration as well. 

It is through the process of gradual cultivation that the understanding 
achieved through one’s initial awakening is allowed to permeate all of one’s 
being, leading ultimately to the realization-awakening. The habitual pat¬ 
terns of thought and action developed during innumerable previous life¬ 
times arc so thoroughly engrained that there is little hope of their being 
brought to an abrupt end. To change their inertial force requires a long 
process of gradual cultivation, which may begin only after one has the 
understanding gained through initial awakening. Gradual cultivation is 
described as follows: 

Even though you suddenly awaken to the fact that your true mind is exactly 
the same as all the buddhas, for many eons you have mistakenly grasped at 
materiality as being the self. Since your habits have become second nature it 
is extremely difficult to abandon them suddenly. For this reason, while rely¬ 
ing on your awakening you. must cultivate gradually. Once there are no more 
defilements remaining to eliminate, you will have achieved Buddhahood. 
However, there is no Buddhahood that can be achieved outside this true 
mind. Hence, even though you must cultivate gradually, you have previous¬ 
ly awakened to the fact that the defilements are originally void and the 
nature of the mind originally pure. While eliminating the unwholesome, you 
therefore eliminate without eliminating anything; while cultivating the 
wholesome, you cultivate without cultivating anything. (KZ 280, quoting 
Tsung-mi) 

Only cultivation that follows awakening will be efficacious, however, 
because one will have already recognized through the initial awakening 
that cultivation is not a necessary precondition of the achievement of 
enlightenment, as had been mistakenly claimed by the so-called gradualis¬ 
tic schools of Buddhism, which Korean Son invariably condemned. Since 
the understanding-awakening has revealed at the very inception of practice 
that the mind is innately pure and free of all defilements, one eliminates 
such defilements while knowing that there is really nothing there that 
needs to be eliminated. Similarly, one also develops wholesome qualities of 
mind while realizing that there is nothing that needs to be developed. This 
interpretation of cultivation is analogous to the gradual calming of waves 
(the defilements) after the wind that whipped them up (the fundamental 
ignorance of one’s innate Buddhahood) has stopped: one is simply allowing 
a natural process to complete itself. 

Since this gradual cultivation is conducted while remaining aware of the 
undifferentiated nature of the mind, cultivation is thus able to include two 
distinct yet complementary types of practice. These are the cultivation of 
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no-thought, which accords with the non-conceptual, noumenal nature of 
the mind, and the cultivation that deals with all matters, which allows one 
t6 develop the infinite wholesome qualities inherent in that nature in order 
to aid other beings. Because the adept knows that enlightenment is not a 
product of cultivation, practice can mean maintaining a passive state of no¬ 
thought, in which the individual is simply to keep the mind in an undiffer¬ 
entiated, non-conceptual state. No-thought compels the adept to develop 
a radical detachment from the process of conceptualization and the limit¬ 
ing view that process creates concerning the nature of one’s world. The cul¬ 
tivation that deals with all matters is the dynamic aspect of practice, in 
which the power inherent in that noumenal nature is used to rectify one’s 
ways of interacting with the world and to enhance one’s ability to edify 
one’s fellow beings. But because it is simply the application of the noume¬ 
nal nature, this approach need not involve the discriminative processes of 
thought, as would the gradualistic schools’ interpretation of this sort of 
practice. In this wise, the gradual cultivation that follows awakening allows 
a place, in praxis for the active development of all the positive qualities of 
the bodhisattva and the effacement of negative traits, while still keeping 
the mind in an undifferentiated, spontaneous state. 

This relationship between more passive and dynamic forms of cultivation 
is possible because of the teaching mentioned above concerning the essence 
(ctie) and function (yong) of the unitary mind-nature. Using this distinction 
no-thought could be viewed as the essence of the cultivation that deals with 
all matters, while the cultivation that deals with all matters would be the 
function of no-thought. While their operation may differ, because one has 
understood at the first moment of awakening that they are both based 
upon the undifferentiated nature of the mind, one can engage in both types 
of cultivation while never wavering from that essential unity. 


Simultaneous Cultivation of Concentration and Wisdom 

The symbiosis between passive and dynamic approaches to practice led in 
turn to the second of the three major approaches to meditation taught in 
Koryo Son, namely, the dual cultivation of concentration (samadhi) and wis¬ 
dom {prajna). Samadhi and prajna (along with si la, or morality) were the 
principal constituents of spiritual development taught in the scriptures of Bud¬ 
dhism. One was to begin practice by learning to delimit the range of one’s 
response to external stimuli through moral restraint (sila ). Subsequently, 
the meditator was to start controlling the volition that prompted action by 
concentrating the mind (samadhi). The power of mind engendered through 
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samadhi was finally to be applied to investigate oneself, one s world, and the 
interrelationships that obtained between the two, with wisdom (prajnd) . By 
learning about the processes governing life, one could use prajnd to see 
things as they truly were, rather than from one s biased, subjective view¬ 
point, and thereby cut the bonds (especially craving) that bind one to the 
continued round of samsara, This was enlightenment and liberation. 
Because this scriptural outline of samadhi and prajnd regarded enlighten¬ 
ment as the final product of a long process of development, the Korean S5n 
Buddhists, like their Chinese counterparts, regarded it as an inferior, grad¬ 
ualistic approach, which could not be correct cultivation because it was not 
informed by initial sudden awakening. 

In their attempts to find a role in Son practice for this traditional account 
of samadhi and prajnd, the Koreans described a relative form of both these 
faculties that could be used during the gradual cultivation that followed 
awakening. In this interpretation, samadhi and prajnd were to be used in 
counteracting variant forms of the defilements. Samadhi could control 
errant thoughts, creating a stability of mind that would allow piajna to 
penetrate the veil of ignorance and expose the true nature of phenomena. 
Prajnd could rouse the mind from lethargy, and help the meditator remain 
attentive to his practice. There was, however, a still more sophisticated 
interpretation of samadhi and prajnd , taken from the Platform S/itia attrib 
uted to the sixth Ch’an patriarch, Hui-neng (638-713), that constituted 
what the Korean Son school termed an absolute form of samadhi and prajnd, 
now identified with the essence and function of the self-nature of the min 
itself. Samadhi and prajnd were viewed as innate qualities of mind, iscov 
ered through the initial sudden awakenin'g to one s non-dual, en ig tene 
nature. Samadhi came to mean the essence of the mind, and was character 
ized by calmness and tranquility. Prajnd meant the functioning of the mm , 
and was characterized by alertness. But because the essence and function o 
the mind were not to be differentiated, samadhi was in fact the essence o 
prajnd : thus the mind could be calm and yet simultaneously alert, y 't e 
same token, prajnd was the functioning of samadhi'. thus the min cou e 

alert and yet ever calm. ... 

As inherent properties of the mind, not qualities to be perfecte , samd i 
and prajnd were operative at all levels of practice. At the inception o P rac 
tice, at the time of the arousal of the thought of enlightenment (bo icit 
totpada), these faculties were termed calmness (samatha) and insight (vipa- 
syana) respectively; when the practice continued naturally in all situations, 
they were called samadhi and prajha\ and upon the attainment of Buddha- 
hood, they were called nirvana and bodhi. “From the initial activation of the 
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bodhicitta [the aspiration to enlightenment] until the attainment of Bud- 
dhahood, there is only calmness [ =samadbi ] and only awareness [= prajnd}, 
unchanging and uninterrupted. It is only according to the respective posi¬ 
tion [on the path of practice] that their designations and attributes differ 
slightly” (KZ 111, following Tsung-mi). 

Since advanced meditators could remain centered in the self-nature, and 
thus come effortlessly into communion with that nature’s essence (samadhi) 
and function (prajnd), they could remain simultaneously active and passive 
amidst all activities. When activity and tranquility were thus equated any 
efforts to deal with the defilements as being ultimately real were rendered 
unnecessary. By the same token, when all the differentiations of thought 
naturally returned to their undifferentiated source, and when all thoughts 
were in conformity with the path, the student, even though faced with the 
effects of past actions, would then be cultivating samadhi and prajnd as a 
pair. The samadhi and prajnd of the self-nature required no effort to main 
tain, for, once they had achieved equilibrium, they operated automatical! 
and effortlessly. It is this interpretation of these faculties that Son termed 
the simultaneity of samadhi and prajnd , and constituted what Son 
commonly described as “seeing the nature” (kyonsong\ C. chien-hsinv • l l 
sho) (see KZ 152). J 


Hwadu 

We have seen the important influence exerted in the development of K 
Buddhism by exegetes like Li T’ung-hsiian and Tsung-mi, who had close 
ties with the doctrinal schools of Buddhism. In the eventual synthesis of 
Kyo and Son forged during the Koryo period, however, there was another 
element that derived from explicitly Ch’an sources: the investigation of the 
“critical phrase” (hwadu\ C. hua-t’ou) . This was a new, uniquely Ch’an form 
of meditation, which was developed within the Chinese Lin-chi lineage by 
such teachers as Yiian-wu K’o-ch’in (1063-1135) and Ta-hui Tsung-kao 
(1089-1163). Ta-hui’s systematization of hwadu practice strongly 
influenced Chinul’s later works. Chinul, who was only one generation 
removed from Ta-hui, was the first Son adept to teach the formal hwadu 
technique on the peninsula. Chinul’s successors pushed hwadu investigation 
to the forefront of Korean Buddhist praxis, and today virtually all Son prac¬ 
titioners in Korea still practice hwadu meditation. 

Chinul’s earlier works did not deal with the hwadu technique, and it is 
given a prominent place only in his magnum opus, Excerpts from the Dhar- 
ma Collection and Special Practice Record , published in 1209, just one year 
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before his death. Even in that text he hesitates to prescribe the hwadu to any 
but the most exceptional of meditators. Although the gifted student might 
gain an apparent awakening through investigating the bwadu , Chinul 
feared that that awakening would be of value only while he was totally 
absorbed in his meditation. As soon as the meditator withdrew from his 
absorption and began to engage in action again, his lack of previous under¬ 
standing about the nature and characteristics of the mind would prompt 
him mistakenly to view the defilements as being r£al. Hence, even for one 
who had started hxvcidu practice, Chinul still recommended use of more tra¬ 
ditional Buddhist techniques, such as the relative form of samadhi and 
prajna, whenever defiled tendencies of mind arose. The hwadu was thus 
brought within the schema of sudden awakening/gradual cultivation. 

In Chinul’s Resolving Doubts about Observing the Hwadu , published posthu¬ 
mously, a crystallization of his views on this Lin-chi technique seems to have 
occurred. No longer do we find the liberal attitude toward the scholastic 
schools and the restrained discussion of the Son teachings that characterized his 
earlier work. No longer does Chinul act as the Son apologist, attempting to vin¬ 
dicate the outlook of Son by ferreting out scriptural parallels. In this work, 
Chinul fully accepts Ta-hui’s interpretation of Ch’an, and seeks to prove 
that, in terms of technique, efficiency, and Buddhist orthodoxy, the bwadu 
approach is superior to all other forms of Buddhist meditation. Chinul s 
change of attitude augurs the eventual eclipse of Tsung-mi’s influence on the 
Korean tradition, and the resulting preeminence of the Lin-chi methods. 

Hivadu literally means the “head (tu) of speech (bwa), and refers to the 
topic, principal theme, or critical phrase appearing in a kongan (J. koan). 
Thus, in the popular kongan in which Chao-chou Ts ung-shen (778—897), in 
reply to the question “Does a dog have Buddha-nature or not? answers 
“No! (mu)," the critical phrase, or hwadu , would be just the word mu. In 
bwadu investigation the student is taught to focus solely on the word mu, 
and thereby bring an end to the incessant process of conceptualization. As 
the “head of speech,” the hwadu could be taken metaphorically as leading 
to the “apex of speech” or “the point at which speech exhausts itself. Since 
speech was always regarded by the Buddhists as simply the verbalization of 
the internal processes of thought and imagination, investigating the hwadu 
leads to the very limits of thought itself, and acts as a cure to the inveter¬ 
ate tendency toward conceptualization. Investigating the hwadu thus 
instantly perfects the cultivation of no-thought, which leads to the realization¬ 
awakening in Tsung-mi's soteriological schema, but without demanding 
that that cultivation be continued during a period of gradual cultivation. 
Hwadu thus provided a shortcut to enlightenment. 
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Hwadu serves to catalyze a radical renunciation of the conceptualizing 
tendencies of mind. Most forms of Buddhist meditation demand as much, 
but hwadu is unusual in making this the cardinal feature of its practice. 
Hwadu seeks to repudiate all the hopes and desires that the dualistic mind 
has ever cherished, and, hence, is a device designed to remove the subtlest 
of defilements, even those that may arise from a desire to understand Bud¬ 
dhism or to achieve enlightenment. One is simply to keep the hwadu before 
oneself at all times and during all activities until it is finally penetrated and 
the unconditioned realm discovered. As Chinul says: 

If you want to understand the principle of the shortcut, you must suddenly 
break through the one thought [of the hwadu }—then and only then will you 
comprehend birth and death. This is called the access of awakening. You 
should not retain any thought that waits for that breakthrough to occur 
however. If you retain a thought that simply waits for a breakthrough, then 
you will never break through for an eternity of eons. You need only lay down 
all at once, the mind full of deluded thoughts and inverted thinking, the 
mind of logical discrimination, the mind that loves life and hates death, the 
mind of knowledge and views, interpretation and comprehension, and the 
mind that rejoices in stillness and turns from disturbance. Only when y 0u 
have laid down everything will you be really looking into the hwadu. (KZ 
337-38, citing Ta-hui) 

Chinul distinguished two types of hivadu examination: investigation of 
the meaning of the hwadu and investigation of just the word itself. Taking 
the mu hwadu as an example once again, a student investigating the mean¬ 
ing might consider the question, “With what intent in mind did Chao-chou 
say a dog does not have the Buddha-nature? Don t the scriptures, after all 
proclaim unequivocally that all sentient beings are innately enlightened?” 
Because this type of investigation is intellectually more palatable (lit. has “taste”) 
it is easier for the beginner to undertake. While this type of examination is 
not explicitly described by Ta-hui, even he notes that when reading the 
sutras or the stories about the enlightenment experiences of Ch’an masters, 
one might not “understand them clearly” (KZ 336), suggesting that he too 
recognized some form of investigation of the meaning. In any case, because 
this type of examination would not bring a final end to the conceptual 
processes of thought, and thus would not allow thought to return to its pre- 
conceptual source, it had to be abandoned eventually in favor of investi¬ 
gating the word. In this more advanced approach, the student is to remain 
unconcerned with Chao-chou’s motives in saying “no,” and focus just on 
the word itself. Because that approach does not lead the student into a train 
of thought concerning the hwadu , it can produce the experience of no¬ 
thought, which initiates the realization-awakening and full enlightenment. 
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These types of investigation correspond to a distinction drawn in Ch an 
between “dead words” and “live words.” The meaning of the bwadu would 
be the dead word, because it does not lead the student to abandon concep¬ 
tual understanding: that is, the ordinary, discriminative processes of 
thought. Despite its provisional value in intensifying the inquiry into the 
bwadu, focusing on the dead word allows the obstacle of understanding 
to remain, and thus leaves the student subject to the ten defects of bwadu 
investigation, listed by Ta-hui and adapted by Chinul. Given with reference 
to the mu bwadu, various of these hindrances to practice apply to every 
bwadu. (1) Do not understand mu (“no”) to mean either yes or no. (2) 
Do not consider it in relation to doctrinal theory: e.g., perhaps the dog does 
not have a Buddha-naturc because his mind is overcome by ignorance. (3) 
Do not ponder over its meaning logically. (4) Do not try to infer the mean¬ 
ing of the bwadu from gestures a master might make, such as raising the 
eyebrows or twinkling the eyes. (5) Do not use ratiocination to think up 
ready answers to the bwadu. (6) Do not busy oneself inside the tent of 
unconcern, as did followers of the so-called “silent illumination” or Ts ao- 
tung school. (7) Do not consider the bwadu at the place where it is raised to 
attention, by wondering how the mind itself works. (8) Do not look for evi 
dence about the answer to the bwadu by examining the wording. (9) Do not 
take mu to mean "nothing” or “non-existence. (10) Do not linger in a 
deluded state of mind, passively waiting for enlightenment to come (see 
338, 244-45). If any of these defects occur, they are to be discarded imme¬ 
diately, but without assuming that something real has arisen that nee s to 
be discarded. Such an assumption would allow further discrimination to 
creep into one’s practice, thus aggravating the defects. Most o tie e ects 
involve attempts to come up with an answer to the bwadu throug i ratioci 
nation. The Koreans were not looking for answers to the kongans, nor did 
they require that the student master a whole series of kongans e ° re 
enlightenment could be achieved. Any kongan was as good as any other^ 
because all led back to the source of thought itself. Thus there was no need 
for the meditator to change bwadu in the course of his meditation, as in t le 
Japanese Rinzai schools, but one should rather go deeper and eeper into a 
single bwadu until full realization was achieved. The bwadu served merely 
as a tool to bring an end to conceptualization. m 

Only when the student’s investigation changed to the live wor , t e 
investigation of the word, could the above defects be skirted and true want 
practice begun. This live word is described as the weapon that smas ies 
theoretical knowledge and limiting conceptualization. Chinul s disciple, 
Hyesim, explained that the bwadu destroys the fundamental activating 
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consciousness (C. yeh-shih ), which creates the bifurcation between subject 
and object, and leads the hapless individual toward delusion and craving. It 
is only when the activating consciousness is brought to an end through 
non-conceptualization that the breakthrough into enlightenment can be 
won. The force that impels the mind toward this breakthrough is the per¬ 
plexity or sense of wonder—in Ch’an terminology, the “sensation of 
doubt”—that results from the inquiry into the bwadu. It was expected that 
after reflecting again and again, “Why did Chao-chou say no?” the student 
would finally become frustrated at his inability to find a solution, and 
accept that all possibilities of understanding the question through rational 
means were utterly exhausted. At that point only the sense of doubt would 
remain. Thus doubt is the ultimate expression of spiritual honesty, causing 
one to surrender one’s ignorance and to accept that one simply does not 
have the capacity to grasp the true significance of the hwadu. Only such sur¬ 
render brings the radical detachment from even one’s own patterns of 
thought that allows awakening to occur. 

Doubt could also arise as a natural outgrowth of a deep inquiry into the 
meaning of difficult passages from the talks of a Son master or f ro ° Y° 
scriptures: m the 

When you are reading the sutras or the stories about the enlightenment [p 
the entrance to the path] of ancient masters and you do not understand the^ 

clearly, your mind will become puzzled, frustrated, and “tasteless”_just a °r 

you were gnawing on an iron rod. When this occurs you should put forth S II 
your energy. First, do not let go of your perplexity, for that is where the in \ 
lect cannot operate and thought cannot reach; it is the road through wlvY 
discrimination is cut and theorizing ended. (KZ 336, quoting Ta-hui) ^ 

The intensity of one’s doubt is a function of whether one is investigatin 
the meaning or the word. Doubt developing from the investigation of the 
meaning leads only to the understanding awakening, for it does not free the 
mind from intellectual comprehension. Doubt produced through investiga¬ 
tion of the word, however, leads to the realization awakening, and thus full 
enlightenment. As that doubt intensifies, the “normal” processes of mind 
are no longer able to operate and conceptualization is brought to an end 
The strain on the intellect created by the doubt finally forces thought to 
implode in on itself, producing an internal pressure so intense that it causes 
the mass of doubt to “explode.” This explosion brings an end to the ordi¬ 
nary processes of conceptualization, which are all dependent on a limiting 
point of view the sense of ego. The artificial distinctions one has created 
between self and other disintegrate and one becomes aware of the many 
levels of symbiotic interrelationship that pertain between oneself and all 
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other things in the universe. Just this vision of universal interconnectedness 
is enlightenment in the Korean view. Thus the Koryo Buddhists could 
claim that the enlightenment experience engendered through Son practice 
had its precise analogue in the Hwaom teaching of “unimpeded penetration 
between all phenomena” (sasa muae) and provided a basis for uniting the 
two systems at a gnoseological level. 

In line with Chinul’s attempts to reconcile variant trends within the 
Buddhism of his age, Koryo Buddhists sought to make the bwadu a com¬ 
prehensive meditative tool that could be used by students at all levels of 
spiritual advancement. Though Chinul himself was interested in Ta-hui s 
shortcut approach to Ch’an practice, in the end he seems to have despaired 
of the ability of the great majority of meditators to investigate the word and 
not the meaning of the bwaclii. Even in Resolving Doubts about Observing the 
Hwadu , his strongest statement in support of Ta-hui’s approach, Chinul 
laments: “Those who have manifested such realization-wisdom [achieved 
through the investigation of the word] are seldom seen and seldom heard 
of nowadays. Consequently, these days we should value the approach that 
investigates the meaning of the hwadu and thereby produce right knowl¬ 
edge and vision” (KZ 253). Thus, while the interest of the Koryo Buddhists 
turned increasingly to hwadu practice, it never completely supplanted the 
sudden awakening/gradual cultivation soteriology of Tsung-mi, which 
sought to produce “right knowledge and vision. ’ 

The teaching of the Three Mysterious Gates, a nascent hermeneutical 
principle adapted from Lin-chi I-hsiian (d. 866), was employed both to dis¬ 
tinguish the various levels of Son discourse and to differentiate Son rhetoric 
from that used in the Kyo schools. The first of these levels was the mys¬ 
tery in the essence,” in which Son exegetes might use rhetoric reminiscent 
of the scholastic schools to describe the religious goal of Buddhism and the 
process leading to it. Thus both Ta-hui and Chinul could offer the follow 
ing description of enlightenment: “Throughout boundless world systems, 
oneself and others are not separated by as much as the tip of a hair, the ten 
time periods, from beginning to end, are not separate from the present 
thought-moment” (KZ 240). 8 Because such an explanation would be more 
accessible to the average student, it was an expedient way in which to ini¬ 
tiate a person into Son practice. The majority of meditators required the 
mediation of concepts if they were to make progress, for without it they 
simply “sit around dozing with their minds in a haze, their labors all in vain, 
or else they lose their presence of mind in agitation and confusion during 
their practice of meditation” (KZ 264). The novice must come to realize 
that his fundamental misperception that he and his world are polluted by 
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the defilements stems from his own ignorance. But this ignorance is itself 
based on the pure nature of the mind, on the essential suchncss out of 
which all plurality develops—hence the term “mystery of the essence.” The 
student realizes then that only a readjustment of his mistaken perception is 
required for this inherent nature of suchness to remanifest itself. With this 
understanding, one can embark on one’s training convinced of one’s capac¬ 
ity to succeed. 

The first mysterious gate is an expedient means designed to instill correct 
views in beginners, giving them faith in their vocation and in their ability 
to fulfill it. As the student’s understanding matures, however, another step 
must be taken, to ensure that such understanding docs not become an 
obstacle to the direct realization of truth. The compulsion to conceptualize 
all of one s experiences is one of the most deep-seated tendencies of mind; 
it vitiates the person’s capacity to experience phenomena in their unique¬ 
ness, rather than in terms of one’s preconceptions. 

The second mysterious gate, the “mystery of the word,” aims to restore 
the direct level of cognition. “Word” here means the hwadu , which is of 
course still a word, and thus involves at least a modicum of conceptualiza¬ 
tion. But because the hwadu is much “terser” than the often periphrastic 
descriptions used in the first mysterious gate, and thus less reliant on con¬ 
cepts to convey its meaning, it is much closer to replicating the non-con- 
ceptual experience of the unconditioned realm. That is why later Ch’an 
writers describe the hwadu as a homeopathic device, which uses a small dose 
of poison (the word or concept” that was the hwadii) in order to cure a 
virulent disease ( conceptualization”). The hwadu thus produces a “cleans¬ 
ing knowledge and vision that loosens the attachment of the mind to the 
conceptual descriptions promulgated on the first gate. 

Continued investigation of the hwadu helps to accustom the mind to the 
experience of the nonconceptual, and to free it from its need to rely on con¬ 
cepts. Nevertheless, the mere fact of investigating the hwadu can still leave 
the mistaken impression that one’s striving is creating the causes that will 
lead to enlightenment, that is, that there are specific conditions that pro¬ 
duce the realization of the unconditioned. This dependence on one’s own 
efforts is the subtlest of the attachments that keep the student from expe¬ 
riencing the unconditioned, and generates the mistaken idea that truth is 
somehow external to oneself, something to be achieved rather than simply 
accepted. Chinul laments: 

It is tragic. People have been deluded for so long. They do not recognize that 
their own minds are the true Buddhas. They do not recognize that their own 
natures are the true dharma. They want to search for the dharma, yet they 
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still look far away for the holy ones. They want to search for the Buddha, yet 
they will not observe their own minds. If they aspire to the path of Buddha- 
hood while obstinately holding to their feeling that the Buddha is outside the 
mind or the dharma is outside the nature, then, even though they pass 
through eons as numerous as dust motes... it will only add to their tribula¬ 
tion.... Consequently, you should know that outside this mind there is no 
Buddhahood that can be attained. (KZ 14 1) 

One final catalyst is necessary to prompt recognition of the fallacy of 
“trying,” of believing that one is going to make oneself enlightened, and to 
inspire the courage to drop everything—including any pretension in regard 
to one’s practice or whatever higher states of consciousness one may have 
achieved through this practice—and “take a step off the hundred-foot pole 
into the realization of the unconditioned. The third mysterious gate, the 
“mystery in the mystery,” is this catalyst. This gate includes pauses, silence, 
and other nonverbal expressions of the translinguistic functioning of the 
enlightened mind, all of which S5n masters would use in order to shock the 
student out of the complacency fostered by the “normal conceptual oper- 
ation of the mind. Hence, finally even the “cleansing knowledge and vision 
of the bwadu must be abandoned if true realization is to occur. Often this 
catalyst may be nothing more than a shock that results from an environ¬ 
mental stimulus, such as a sudden sound. Or it may be the intentional beat¬ 
ings and beratings administered by Son masters to goad the student to let 
go of attachment even to the self. The direct, intuitive experience of the 
unconditioned realm to which this gate gives access induces a sudden rea 
ization of the dharma-dhatu and confers on the student the ability to engage 
in practice unhindered and unswayed by defilements or misconceptions o 
any sort. Because this third mystery abandons the conceptual understan 
ing sanctioned on the two earlier gates, it comes as close as is possi e in 
conventional terms to describing the unconditioned realm that lies e>on 

concepts. . 

S5n rhetoric thus progressed from kataphatic descriptions of t ie innate 

purity of the mind in the first mysterious gate, through the more apop at 
ic descriptions of the second, to the radically nonconceptual formulations of 
the third, whose experientially based kataphasis sanctions the conceptually, 
based kataphasis of the first gate. It was through these three gates that the 
kanhwa Son (the “Son of observing the hwadti ) of the Lin-chi school ^.ould 
be incorporated into Tsung-mi’s soteriological approach of sudden awaken- 
ing/gradual cultivation, and this new synthesis then combined with the 
scholastic teachings of Hwaom. This synthesis was the hallmark of Korean 
Buddhism from the Koryo period on. 
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Koryo Buddhism after Chinul exhibits an increasingly prominent focus 
on kanhwa Son, the style of practice emblematic of the Chinese Lin-chi 
school since the time of Ta-hui. Ties between Korean Son and the Chinese 
Lin-chi school were fostered not simply because of their natural contem¬ 
plative affinities but also because of political exigencies, for Korea had come 
under the suzerainty of the Mongolian Yuan dynasty after the mid-thir¬ 
teenth century. 

Two representative Korean Son teachers of the late-Koryo period, T’aego 
Pou (1301—1382) and Naong Hyegun (1320—1376), both traveled to 
China to seek transmission from Yuan-dynasty Lin-chi masters, but, inter¬ 
estingly enough, after already achieving enlightenment in Korea. Hence, 
such pilgrimages need not suggest inadequacies in the indigenous Korean 
tradition, nor were they intended to promote any formal consolidation 
between the Korean Chogye-chong and the Chinese Lin-chi school, as some 
scholars have alleged. Instead, they were attempts to authenticate the 
indigenous tradition of Buddhism in the eyes of Korean government 
bureaucrats dominated by the Yuan. By receiving sanction from an ortho¬ 
dox Chinese school, late-Koryo Son masters gained the legitimacy that 

a owed them to proceed with their efforts to rejuvenate Son teachings and 
practices. 

Despite these close genealogical ties between the Chinese Lin-chi school 
and late-Koryo Son, the Son teachings of the period are clearly beholden 
most to Chinul. The writings of both Pou and Hyegun emphasize repeat- 
C C * nter ^ usion (wonyung) of Son and Kyo,” a telling parallel to the 
S ^ n _^ CS ^ etw een Son and Hwaom forged by Chinul. This syncretic focus 
° Buddhism appears even at the institutional level, in the 1356 

esta is ment of the Wonyung-pu (“Interfusion Office”) as an official gov¬ 
ernment vehicle for merging the remnants of the Nine Mountains Son 
school with the Chogye-chong. 

In marked contrast with the Chinese Lin-chi school, however, which 
putatively follows a sudden awakening/sudden cultivation soteriological 
approach, the main mdrga schema of late-Koryo Son masters remains 
una ashedly Chinul s sudden awakening/gradual cultivation. Perhaps the 
major difference between Korean Son in the mid and late Koryo was the 
overriding stress on hwadu meditation in the latter period, to the detriment 
of the other types of Son practice also taught by Chinul. But this emphasis 
was in fact already emerging in Chinul’s later works, and is clearly present 
in the writings of Chinul’s successor, Hyesim. So even the focus on kanhwa 
Son in the late-Koryo period owes as much to Chinul and the Korean 
Chogye school as it does to Yuan-dynasty Lin-chi masters. Hence, there 
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clearly is a continuity of approach within the Korean Chogye school of S5n, 
most of which derives ultimately from Chinul, and which sets it apart from 
all other East Asian Buddhist schools. 


The Koryo Buddhist Canons 

It was during the Koryo dynasty that Korean Buddhism accomplished one 
of its greatest cultural feats: the compilation and publication of two sepa¬ 
rate editions of the Buddhist scriptural canon, the P'alman taejangyong . Indi¬ 
an Buddhists are said to have orally redacted the canon immediately fol¬ 
lowing the Buddha’s parinirvana , and the Chinese, with their love of writ¬ 
ten literature, compiled their own manuscript canons early in the history of 
their own tradition. It was such a Ch’en-dynasty Tripitaka that, in 565, was 
the first complete canonical collection to be introduced into Korea. Cata¬ 
logues of such early manuscript canons show that they included translations 
of Indian and Central Asian sutras, doctrinal treatises, and disciplinary 
books. Xylographic printing technologies that evolved from the seventh 
century onward eventually culminated in the first woodblock carving of the 
Buddhist Tripitaka: the Northern Sung K’ai-pao edition, commonly known 
as the Shu-pen (Szechwan edition), which was completed in 983. This edi¬ 
tion was sent to Koryo in 991, and served as the basis for the first carving 
of a Koryo canon, which was started in 1011. 

The direct catalyst for the production of that Tripitaka was the 1010 
invasion of Koryo by the forces of the Khitan Liao. King Hyonjong (r. 
1009—1031), who was compelled to flee from the capital of Kaesong, 
vowed that if the invading army were repulsed, he would have the entire 
Buddhist canon carved on woodblocks. Ten days later, it is said, the Khitan 
forces voluntarily withdrew. In fulfillment of his vow, Hyonjong initiated 
this massive project, which culminated some forty years later in the publi¬ 
cation of the first Koryo edition of the canon. Thus it was the canon’s pre¬ 
sumed talismanic value in warding off external threats to the nation that 
gave the impetus to its compilation. Because the “word of the Buddha” 
(buddhavacana) was considered to be the expression of the forces ol right in 
the world (dharmata), the preservation and dissemination of all those words 
in a canon carried tremendous power that, it was felt, could vanquish all 
aggressors. This attitude of the Koreans toward their canon is a continua¬ 
tion of the national-protection ideology (koguk sasang) that was such an 
important aspect of Unified Silla Buddhism. 

The Buddhist canons of China and Korea were open canons, which per¬ 
mitted dramatic expansions in the scope of coverage as compared with the 
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Indian Tripitakas. Any material that represented'the “word of the Buddha” 
was deemed appropriate for inclusion. But the Hast Asians regarded as the 
Buddha’s words not only the restatements of those teachings by other 
enlightened individuals, but even their own personal insights. Thus, there 
was justification for the continual insertion of new material. A particularly 
liberal policy was followed by Uichon. Earlier Chinese Buddhist cata¬ 
loguers, who were charged with determining textual authenticity, had lim¬ 
ited canonicity primarily to Indian materials. The principal criterion for 
authenticity was proof of a text’s foreign origins, either by providing evi¬ 
dence of the existence of a Sanskrit or Middle-Indie archetype, or clear sty¬ 
listic or linguistic evidence that its translation had been made from such an 
archetype. Uich’on, however, felt that indigenous East Asian exegetes and 
authors had made seminal contributions to Buddhist thought on a par with 
their counterparts in India, which warranted the inclusion of their writings 
in the canon as well. Unless the canon was opened to accommodate such 
works, they were doomed, Uich’on feared, eventually to drop from circula¬ 
tion and be lost to posterity. To prevent such a fate, Uich’on sent agents 
throughout East Asia to procure Buddhist texts, and he himself returned 
from a fourteen-month sojourn in Sung China with some three thousand 
fascicles of texts. In 1090 he published his catalogue of this collection, enti¬ 
tled Sinp’yon cbejong kyojang ch’ongnok (A comprehensive catalogue of the 
scriptural repositories of all the schools), which listed some 1,010 titles in 
4,740 fascicles. In the preface to his catalogue, Uich’on clarifies the reasons 
behind its compilation: 

While [earlier catalogues] include scriptures and treatises [translated from 
Indian languages], as they omit some of the tracts and commentaries [of East 
Asian authors, I was concerned lest these] have no chance of circulating. 
Hence,... I have considered it my personal duty to track down the traces of 
the teachings. For almost twenty years now, I have been diligent about [this 
quest] and have never abandoned it . 9 

Xylographs for each of these texts were carved, and Uich’on termed his col¬ 
lection a Supplement to the Canon (Sokchanggyong ). The blocks of both the 
Koryo Tripitaka and its Supplement were stored at Puin Monastery, near 
present-day T’aegu. 

Whatever protection may have been provided by the first Koryo canon 
was, unfortunately, short-lived. In 1231 the Mongols invaded the peninsu¬ 
la, forcing the royal family to flee into exile on Kanghwa Island. Meeting 
little resistance, the Mongols ravaged the peninsula, and in the course oI 
the pillage, burned all of the xylographs of the canon and its Supplement , a 
deed intended both to demoralize their Korean victims and to annul any 
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residual apotropaic efficacy of the xylographs. The Mongols withdrew only 
after assuring their domination of peninsular politics. 

Thoroughly humiliated, and determined never to let their homeland be 
desolated again, the Koreans decided once more to compile a Tripitaka. Yi 
Kyu-bo (1168-1241), noted statesman and supporter of Buddhism, offered 
an invocation during a ceremony commencing the second project, in which 
he indicates that the canon was to serve as a focus of national protection, 
empowered through faith with the ability to ward off future invaders. But 
his prayer also reveals how profoundly Buddhism had entered the national 
psyche in its account of the remarkably equanimous sense of mission with 
which the Koreans set about the Herculean task of recarving the canon: 

The golden mouth and jade sayings [of the Buddha] are originally free from 
production or destruction. That which has been devastated is the receptacle, 
and nothing more. The production and destruction of a receptacle is but a 
natural event. Destroyed, it must be made anew: this also is appropriate. 
How much more so is this the case for a kingdom and households that honor 
and worship the Buddha-dharma ! 10 

Editorial control of the project was charged to Sugi (fl. mid-thirteenth 
century), a monk about whom little else is known. Sugi drew upon three 
principal canons in editing the new Koryo Tripitaka: the first Koryo edition, 
printed copies of which were still extant; the Sung K ai-pao Tripitaka, 
which had been the basis of the earlier Koryo edition; and the Khitan Liao 
canon, which was published ca. 1031 — 1055 and brought to Korea in 1083. 
In style and format the second Koryo canon followed the K ai-pao and first 
Koryo canons. The new canon included some 1,5 12 titles in 6,791 fascicles, 
but because of a different editorial policy, the texts Uich on had included in 
his Supple?nent were not reprinted, and, as he had feared, many were lost to 
history. Each individual block was made from specially cured hardwood to 
guard against warpage, and was two feet three inches long, ten inches wide, 
and one inch thick, with text carved on both sides. The 81,258 xylographs 
of this second Koryo Tripitaka are still preserved today at Haein Monastery, 
in a hall specially designed to assure even air circulation and humidity. 

Despite the similarity in format with its national predecessor, the read¬ 
ings of the second Koryo canon most closely paralleled those of the Khitan 
canon, which, in its selection of texts and editorial accuracy, was renowned 
throughout the region as the preeminent Tripitaka of its day. 1 he attempt 
of Sugi and his associates to produce a canon that was impeccable critically 
and indicative of the highest aspirations of the Korean intellectual elite 
suggests that the Koryo leadership was hoping to restore national pride by 
producing a canon that would surpass even that apex of East Asian Tripitakas. 
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Given the indigenous scholarly climate in Korea at the time, it was 
inevitable that Koryo would undertake the compilation of its own 
Tripitaka. Kory5-dynasty Koreans were the heirs to a flourishing Buddhist 
intellectual tradition, and their scholarship sought to provide the ground¬ 
ing for an informed Buddhist faith. To preserve the full efficacy inherent in 
the Buddha-word, it was necessary, they believed, that the canon as a pre¬ 
cise record of that sacred speech not be sullied by textual interpolations or 
scribal errors, spurious materials, or other misrepresentations of content, 
authorship, or provenance. 

The care with which Sugi and his associates approached their duty is doc¬ 
umented in a thirty-fascicle record of the editorial procedures used in com¬ 
piling the canon, the Koryo-kuk sinjo taejang kyojong pyollok (Collation notes 
to the new carving of the great canon of the Koryo kingdom). 11 Sugi’s pre¬ 
cise accounts of the major variant readings for each scripture provide 
invaluable documentation for xylographic recensions of the canon that are 
no longer extant. Sugi s descriptions of the methodology he followed in 
preparing his editions reveal him to be a competent and intelligent editor, 
who avoided many of the mistakes of Western textual critics in the incipi¬ 
ent stages of their art. Sugi was far more facile and astute in establishing his 
text than, for example, was Erasmus ( 1466 - 1536 ), the father of Western 
textual criticism, in editing the New Testament. Sugi rejected the Erasmi- 
an policy of following the majority of manuscripts, as well as other discred¬ 
ited techniques, such as adhering uncritically to the presumedly “best” or 

oldest” manuscript. 

Of all the Western canons of textual criticism, Sugi most consistently fol¬ 
lows those of intrinsic probability (i.e., accepting the reading that seems to 
fit the context best) and brevior lectiopraeferencla verbosiori (“the shorter read¬ 
ing is to be preferred to the longer one”). Indeed, the Koryo canon’s repu¬ 
tation for scholarly accuracy is so secure that its scriptural editions were 
adopted verbatim in the modern Japanese edition of the Tripitaka, Taisho 
shinshu daizokyo (T), compiled in Japan between 1922 and 1934, which rel¬ 
egated all alternative readings from other canons to the footnotes. Hence, 
it is hardly an exaggeration to regard Sugi, who lived some two centuries 
before Erasmus, to be the earliest religious who practiced the formal art of 
textual criticism. All modern buddhological research using East Asian 
materials is fundamentally beholden to the care with which Sugi and his 
editorial team established the Korean Tripitaka, the lasting legacy of the 
Koryo period to Buddhist culture. 





THE KORYO PERIOD 


107 


Notes 

1. Sutta-nipata xxii, 94. 

2. I. B. Horner, trans., The Middle Length Sayings I (Pali Text Society, 1976) 173—74. 

3. St sinch am hakto Ch'isu, in Taegak kuksa munjip (Seoul: Kon’guk University, 
1974), kiuon 16; the simile is an allusion to Analects xvii, 17. 

4. Preface to Hwadn-ron choryo , ed. by Kim Chigyon (Tokyo: Seifu Gakuen, 
1968) 2-3,16. 

5. Si sinch'am hakto Ch'isu , kwon 16. 

6. Postface to Pich-ch'uan-hsin fa /, HTC no. 949.101.323. 

7. Ta-fang-knang fo hua-yen thing , T 10.272c (no. 279). 

8. This account of enlightenment has its precise parallel in Hua-yen’s "unim¬ 
peded penetration of all phenomena" teaching and is in fact taken verbatim from 
Li T’ung -hsuan, the Hua-yen exegete so important for Chinul’s syncretism. See its 
use by Ta-hui at KZ 213. 

9. Snip'yon chejong kyojang ch'ongnok so , T 55.1 I65c21— 24 (no. 2184). 

10. Yi Kyu-bo, "Tacjang kakp’an kunsin kigo-mun," in Tongguk Yi sangguk chip 
(Seoul, 1958), k. 25, 19a7-10. 

11. Koryo-kuk sinjo taejang kyojong pyollok, Kotyd taejanggyong (Seoul: Tongguk 
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Buddhist Spirituality 
in Premodern and Modern Korea 

Henrik H Sorensen 


B uddhism, having dominated the spiritual life of the Korean 
throughout the Koryo dynasty (935—1392), fell from grace with 
the rise of the Choson dynasty (1392—1912), which was con¬ 
trolled by the educated class of Confucian literati. From the start 
of the dynasty the Confucians monopolized the political and economic con¬ 
trol of the country, and initiated a suppression of Buddhism. Although not 
directly persecuted or forbidden, Buddhism was severely weakened. As 
temple land was confiscated, and the temples nationwide became subject to 
taxation, the Buddhist sahgha faced severe economic hardship. The monks 
were furthermore called upon to perform corvee labor, and in certain cases 
temples were forced to contribute various kinds of goods to local strong¬ 
men. Even then Buddhism continued as the largest active religion in the 
country up to the turn of the present century. 1 

After 1875 Korea came to the attention of the colonial powers, including 
Japan, which was the first foreign country to gain a foothold on the Penin¬ 
sula. Being Buddhists themselves, the Japanese used the religion as a spear¬ 
head for their political designs on Korea. Through various missionary 
efforts and political pressures they succeeded in repealing the anti-Buddhist 
measures implemented by the Confucians in 1895. 2 In 1910 Japan annexed 
Korea and with it Buddhism came under the political control ol the colo¬ 
nial government. 

The Buddhist revival that began to take form at the close of the last cen¬ 
tury, although not caused by the Japanese influence alone, certainly owed 
much to it. It is an undeniable fact that Japanese Buddhism did much to 
foster a growing confidence and self-esteem among Korean Buddhists, and 
despite the fact that not all the efforts of the missionaries and their sympa¬ 
thizers met with equal enthusiasm from the Korean sahgha, there was a 
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general feeling of good-will and collaboration. On the negative side, the 
massive Japanese influence on, and incessant attempts at controlling, Kore¬ 
an Buddhism, resulted in the bifurcation and division of the latter. The 
Temple Ordinance (sach’alyong; J .jisetsu rei) of 191 1, imposed by the Japan¬ 
ese on the Korean Buddhist community, was designed to place all control 
over the temples directly in the hands of the Japanese governor-general. 
Needless to say, this ordinance caused major problems for the Korean 
saiigha. 3 

After the liberation from Japan in 1945, and in particular after the end 
of the Korean War in 1951, Korean Buddhism entered a period of growth. 
This expressed itself in a proliferation of Buddhist schools and sects, of 
which there are at present over twenty officially registered denominations 
with their own headquarters and subtemples. The Chogyc Order (Chogye 
Chonglim) is the largest denomination among the Buddhist schools in con¬ 
temporary Korea. It was officially founded in 1962 by the traditionalist 
monks, who regained their power from the old pro-Japanese faction during 
the reign of Syngman Rhee (1948-1960), the first president of the Repub¬ 
lic of Korea. 4 The Chogye Order is sometimes considered to have originat¬ 
ed in the mid-Koryo as a result of a misunderstanding caused by its name, 
which it shares with traditional Korean Son Buddhism, but it is in fact pri¬ 
marily a political and sectarian amalgamation of several collateral lines of 
transmission that made up the Son Buddhist tradition prevalent during the 
latter half of the Choson dynasty. Today the Chogye Order, with its head¬ 
quarters in the Chogye Temple in Seoul, controls the vast majority of the 
Buddhist temples in Korea, including most of the important historical 
monuments, and also accounts for the greatest activity among the laity 
including missionary work abroad. The order is economically rather strong 
although its infrastructure and executive power are often weakened by the 
diverse and contradictory interests of the various lineages and temple fam¬ 
ilies of which it is made up. 

Korean Buddhism under the Choson 

During the Choson a number of important Buddhist monks arose who in 
various ways contributed to the preservation and continuation of the tradition. 
Among these were Houng Pou (1510P-1566), 5 who during his youth had 
received a traditional Confucian education. He rose to prominence during the 
reign of Queen Munjong (P—1565), a period when Buddhism was actively 
supported by the court. 6 Pou was in many ways a man of his day, and the 
type of Buddhism he promoted reflected the increasing harmonization and 
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rapprochement between the meditation (Son) and doctrinal (Kyo) branch¬ 
es into which Korean Buddhism was then divided. 7 

Houng Pou also showed a deep interest in esoteric Buddhist practices, in 
Korea known as milgyo, discussing them in his important work the Suwol 
toryang konghwa pulsa yohwan binju mongchung mundap (Dream questions and 
answers between guest and host about the imaginary water-moon Bodhi- 
manda and illusory Buddhist affairs). 8 This work, in the form of a dialogue 
between the author and an imaginary interlocutor, is basically a discussion 
of the true meaning and value of Buddhist rituals. In a significant passage 
Pou discusses the compatibility between n/ilgyo and Son as follows: 

Now, as regards the One Mind (its ini), it is the wondrous essence of the ten 
thousand phenomena. The ten thousand phenomena are the spiritual activi¬ 
ty of the One Mind. Outside the mind there are no phenomena, and outside 
phenomena there is no mind. Hence mind is phenomena, and phenomena 
are mind. Essence and function are completely fused. Since the Mind Mirror 
is without obstruction, the spiritual activity of the three wisdoms (samban) 
accords with the complete vision of the One Mind. (HPC 7.596c) 

Here Pou discusses the Buddha-nature (pulsong), or Buddha mind, as the 
origin and foundation of all phenomena. In accordance with traditional 
Son/Hwaom doctrine, the mutual unobstructedness of the twofold aspect 



14. Samjang painting in Yonju Temple. Choson Period. 
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of this mind, namely, its essence (cb’e) and function (yong), constitutes the 
underlying logic of his statements. In effect this means that physical 
appearances are actually made of “mind-stuff, that is, they are non-sub- 
stantial. This seems to take the basic Yogacara tenet of mind-only to its 
logical extreme, no doubt stretching it a little beyond its original meaning. 
However, to a Korean Buddhist of the sixteenth century it was precisely 
such a doctrinal reduction that made possible an identification between the 
mind cultivation of S5n and ritual practices: 

The mind -dbarma is non-dual, wondrously transforming and eternal, and 
therefore it cannot be grasped by the intellect. Then onc-pointcdly hold and 
intone the clharatii called “Limitless majestic virtue Suchness, brilliance, vic¬ 
torious wonder, and strength,” which our Buddha taught. 9 What are the 
three virtues that this one food-transforming mantra commands? “Limitless 
majestic virtue Suchness” is the liberating virtue; "brilliance” is the virtue of 
prajna\ and “victorious wonder” is the virtue of the Dharmakaya. As regards 
“strength,” it is the strength and function of these three virtues. Dharani 
means to control and hold (ch'ongji). The controlling and holding of the three 
virtues simply rests in the One Mind. The three virtues of the One Mind, the 
dharrna , and the Complete Wonder (ivonmyo) do not have a different essence. 
(HPC 7.598a-599b) 

This passage states how it is that the practitioner’s undivided mind and the 
mantras he intones are not two: they are unified not only as sharing the 
same essence, but as being one and the same thing. The common reality 
underlying both Son and milgyo is the One Mind. Thus Pou established a 
doctrinal common ground whereby he could justify the combined practice 
of the two types of Buddhism. 

The greatest and most influential Buddhist monk of the Choson period 
was undoubtedly Hyujong (1520—1604), also known as Sosan Taesa. 10 Not 
a great thinker or in any sense an innovator, he should rather be seen as an 
important paragon of the Korean Buddhist tradition. Though normally 
considered to* belong to the Imje (Rinzai) line of Korean Son, Hyujong did 
not teach a “pure” form of Patriarch Son (chosa son) in accord with Imje tra¬ 
dition. Like Houng before him, he advocated the combination of Son med¬ 
itation and doctrinal studies. Notwithstanding his reputation as a master of 
Son, he can also be called a literary monk, in view of his prolific output of 
religious essays, injunctions, inscriptions, liturgy, and poetry of many kinds. 
With regard to the kind of Son he represents, there is a clear indication that 
his method of instruction accommodated Chinul’s model of sudden awak¬ 
ening followed by gradual cultivation. A passage in the popular Son man¬ 
ual he authored, the Songa kugam (The tortoise mirror of the Son family; 
HPC 7.634c-647b), reads: 
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Those who study the Way should First, through the true words of Kyo, be 
clear about the two meanings, permanence and impermanence, which are 
the nature and characteristics of one’s own mind. Then they should under¬ 
stand the two gates of sudden enlightenment followed by gradual cultiva¬ 
tion, which are the beginning and end of one’s practice respectively. Follow¬ 
ing this they may lay down the doctrinal meanings, and take hold of the one 
thought appearing before their minds. Only then will they be capable of 
investigating Son with care and obtaining the results. (HPC .636b) 


Here Hyujong states that any practitioner of Son should acquire familiari¬ 
ty with the doctrinal aspects of Buddhism before embarking on kongan 
meditation. The positive appraisal of “sudden enlightenment followed by 
gradual cultivation” (torn chomsn) shows him to be an heir of Chinul. He 
clearly does not reject doctrinal Buddhism but sees it as a temporary means 
or preparatory stage that can help one advance in one s practice. 

Hyujong’s writings also show the influence of Chinul on his view of Son 
and Kyo, though he rarely quotes him directly. In the Songa ktigam we read. 


The Buddha’s transmission of the Mind in the Three Locations has Son as its 
" What he spoke throughout his whole life constitutes the gate of 
crefore it is said that Son is the Mind of the Buddha \v ereas yo is 
his speech. (HPC 7. 


purport. 
Kyo. Th 


Here Hyujong shows himself a wholehearted advocate of both scriptura 
study and the practice of Son meditation. It is interesting to see fiat s^^r 
al of the final sections of the Songa ktigam are devoted to a criticism o t ie 
adherents of both Son and Kyo who stubbornly maintain that only their 
way is the right one. Hyujong points out the defects foun^ * n mon s 
both denominations. Despite this, because he considered Son superior to 
Kyo (as did Chinul), he was later credited with advocating rejection o yo 
and entry into Son” (sagyo ipson). 12 In light of the sources, t is SU P C * 
label does justice neither to Hyujong nor to his Son teaching, w 
essentially ecumenical and accommodated both Son and Kyo.^ 

From the extant sources we know that, in addition to Son, y ]8 
taught Pure Land invocation (nyombul) as well as the use o mantras 
non) according to esoteric Buddhist practices. That he consi ere 
Land practices aiming at rebirth in Sukhavatl very highly is evi ent in sev 
eral of his writings, but perhaps nowhere is its value more c ear y spe 
out than in the Songa ktigam : 


Someone has said: "Your own mind is the Pure Land, hence t e re is no point 
in seeking to be reborn in the Pure Land! Your own nature is Amita a, so 
there is no reason for wanting to see him! These words seem true, ut are 
not so! That Buddha [Amitabha] has no desire and no hatred; we [ordinary 
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beings], however, have both. The Buddha transforms the hells into a lotus 
flower simply by turning his hand, but we, because of the force of karma 
always worry that we may fall into the hells, far from being able to turn them 
into a lotus flower! The Buddha is able to behold numberless world systems 
as if they were in front of his eyes, but we are not even able to see things on 
the other side of a wall, not to speak of seeing the worlds of the ten direc¬ 
tions as if they were in front of our eyes! Therefore, although everybody’s 
nature is [in reality] the Buddha, in practice, we are just sentient beings. 
Hence, theory and its practical application are as far apart as the distance 
between heaven and earth. (HPC 7.640c-64la) 


Clearly Hyujong was fully aware of the differences separating the practice 
of Son and nyombul, but as a master of both traditions he also knew their res¬ 
pective weaknesses and strengths. His Son teachings express ’’sudden enlight¬ 
enment,” and he insists on the importance of the Pure Land invocation as 
gradual cultivation.” This again accords with Chinul’s approach. His high 
praise of Pure Land Buddhism in the Songa kugam shows that he considered 
it indispensable to spiritual cultivation alongside the practice of Son 
Hyujong’s advocacy of esoteric Buddhism is most pronounced ' in his 
lturgical compositions, but it may also be found in the Songa kugam : 


hTfficuh S rn he I Tff Ce ^ redting m , antras - ic is done because former karma 
is difficult to cut off, while present karma may be regulated through self- 

^“HPc Fo ^ h o,. r r n k ,s ne “ ssa,y to avaii ^ u* 


His understanding and evaluation of the esoteric practices are much like his 
attitude to Pure Land Buddhism. The mantras help the practitioner to deal 
with karma accumulated in past lives. Unlike Pou before him Hyujong did 
not develop any method or special philosophy whereby to integrate Son 
with the esoteric practices. In fact, he took the esoteric practices more or 
ess for granted, and throughout his works he can be seen to employ them 
relatively frequently. 13 


During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries practices relating to 
Pure Land Buddhism, as part of the Kyo tradition, became increasingly 
popu ar, to such an extent that they tended to overshadow the otherwise 
ominant Son tradition. This development was a natural consequence of 
the teachings expounded by Hyujong and his numerous disciples, many of 
whom were themselves practitioners of nyombul. Even some of the time- 
honored bastions of Son, such as Chinul’s Suson sa, known during the 
Choson as Songgwang Temple in South Cholla Province, and the Ssangye 
Temple on Mt. Chin, came under the sway of Pure Land practices. It was 
less a case of Son practice being supplanted by nyombul , than of a combined 
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practice of both methods, as was also the norm in Chinese Buddhism of that 
time. This development can readily be seen in the works of Songch’ong 
(1631 — 1700), a master in the line of transmission from Hyujong. In his 
Cbongt'o poso (Precious Writings on the Pure Land; HPC 8.485a—51 la) the 
following can be found: 

Those who practice Son attain Great Awakening, whereupon they are 
released from the turning wheel of samara. This is decidedly the highest 
[way]! However, those who are able to reach this, do not even constitute two 
or three out of a hundred [practitioners]. If they cultivate the Western Direc¬ 
tion (the Pure Land practices), then they will escape the turning wheel of 
samara , just like the others, but by a shortcut just like the others. And out 
of ten thousand there will not be a single one who will not succeed. If prac¬ 
titioners do not cultivate the karma leading to [rebirth in] the Western Pure 
Land, they cannot avoid being carried along by karmic conditions. Even if 
they are master of the Vinaya and Son, living in a hut thatched with green 
grass, and are well-versed in suchness, all of them will rise and fall in the 
turning wheel. This is certainly to be feared! (HPC 8.486a-b) 

While it is clear that Songch’ong was basically following the teachings on 
Son and Pure Land Buddhism as laid down by Hyujong, he went one step 
further in regard to which is superior. Though accepting Son in theory as 
the highest approach to liberation, he obviously did not credit it with much 
practical value. As he saw it, the burden of past karma was too heavy a load 
even for the most sincere practitioner of Son, and hence his chances of 
escaping the wheel of transmigration were simply too slim. To Songch ong 
and to many other Buddhists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
of the two ways, faith in Amitabha Buddha’s Pure Land held the greater 
promise of spiritual salvation. 

During the last century of the Choson period Son Buddhism gradually 
rose to prominence again, thanks in part to the fairly positive attitude 
towards Buddhism in general on the part of King Chongjo (1776—1800), 
but chiefly thanks to a resurgence of Son Buddhist scholarship accompanied 
by a growing relationship between Confucian intellectuals and Buddhist 
monks. A central event in this development was the controversy sparked oft 
by a publication of Paekp’a Kungson (1767—1852), the Sonmun sugyong 
(Hand-mirror of the Son tradition; HPC 10.514c—527c). Aiming to set up 
a new Son ideology, this work proposed an original interpretation of the 
famous Three Phrases (C. san-chu), xA and Three Subtleties (C. san-hsiian ) 15 
ascribed to Lin-chi I-hsiian (d. 867). Paekp’a subsumed all Son doctrine and 
practice under the Three Phrases. He clarified his thought in a graphic 
representation known as the Samju to (Three Phrases Chart; HPC 
10.517—519). Here the first phrase is identified with the so-called Patriarch 
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Son (K. choson), the highest expression of Son, in which the Mind Seal is 
handed down from master to master within the tradition. It is identical 
with the absolute beyond words, also known as true emptiness (chingong). 
The second phrase Paekp’a interpreted as indicating Tathagata Son 
(yoraeson), the kind of Son taught in the sutras. The third phrase he saw as 
representing Rational Son (uiri son )—a term of his own invention. In 
explaining this threefold division of Son he states: 

As concerns the first phrase it is suited for those who arc worthy of taking 
the Buddhas and Patriarchs as their masters (Patriarch Son).... As concerns 
the second phrase it is suited for those who are worthy of taking men and 
gods as their masters (Tathagata Son).... As concerns the third phrase, it is 
suited for those who while seeking themselves are not able to realize it 
(Rational Son). (HPC 10.5 l4c-5 15b) 

The introduction of the concept of Rational Son of course contravenes the 
teachings of traditional Son, and Paekp’a was probably well aware that he 
was challenging the establishment. In any case his novel interpretation of 
the Three Phrases of Lin-chi resulted in a curious blending of Son and Kyo 
The “transmission of the mind in three locations” was classified under the 
second phrase; thus the Buddha’s “holding of the flower” and “forty-nine 
years of teaching without uttering a word” were identified with Tathagata 
Son. Paekp’a placed the kongan “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s 
coming from the West?” under Rational Son. 

Paekp’a’s assertions provoked a number of contemporary Son masters 
and a counterattack was first formulated by Choui Uisun ( 1786 - 1866 ) in 
his Sonmun sabyon mano (Four arguments of the Son tradition against over¬ 
flowing words; HPC 10.820b-830b)> He deals as follows with the central 
issue of the three kinds of Son: 

The men of old only had extraordinary words, they did not have the name 
“extraordinary Son.” They had just the word “rational” (uiri), but not the 
name “Rational Son.” The old masters of our [Son] family who wished to 
enlighten their students would first speak of this, and tell them that they 
should not follow the verbalized teaching, after which they transmitted mind 
with the mind. This is what we mean by Patriarch Son, and this is how they 
taught it.... Ordinary persons [first] hear the words, and then talk about the 
meaning. Relying on words they understand the principle (ri). This is what 
we mean by Tathagata Son. It consists in following the meaning and princi¬ 
ple of the verbalized teaching and then entering enlightenment, and should 
be called Son of Meaning and Principle. These two—the Son beyond [the 
established teaching] and the Rational Son—are as the names they were first 
given indicate; therefore people have called them Tathagata Son and Patri¬ 
arch Son respectively. After their methods they have been named Son of 
Meaning and Principle and Son beyond [the established teaching]. This is 





PREMODERN AND MODERN KOREA 


117 


how it has universally been explained in the old monastic transmission. (HPC 
10.827c-828a) 


In line with tradition Choui accepted the division of Patriarch Son and Tatha- 
gata Son as a matter of course, but opposed Paekp a s idea of Rational Son 
as an additional level of conceptualized Son. As he saw it, this third type of 
Son had never been taught in the Son tradition previously, and hence it was 
essentially heterodox. Since Tathagata Son already included the intellectual 
and conceptual approaches, to add Rational Son to the original system 
would disturb its inherent logic and make necessary the formulation o a 
new set of values. To Choui, PaekpVs way of combining Lin-chi’s Three 
Phrases with three kinds of Son was wrong in principle, since it not only 
contravened the orthodox hermeneutics of Korean Imje Son, but also setup 
a new system that did not have a proper foundation. Following the publi¬ 
cation of the Sonmtin sabyon mano a virtual “battle of books ensue in w ic 
followers of Paekp’a and-Choui attacked one another. In the long run t e 
traditionalists prevailed, and the scheme of the three types of Son was is 


' During the closing years of the Choson a charismatic Buddhist leader, the 
Son master Kyongho (1849-1912), arose from the ranks of the traditional¬ 
ists. 17 He began his Buddhist career as a popular lecturer, but eventually 
abandoned scriptural studies for intensive meditation. After severa mont s 
in solitary confinement he experienced a great awakening an compose 
the following Odo ka (Song of Awakening): 


The beauty of the mountain is Manjusrl s eye, 

And the sound of water is Avalokitesvara s ear. , 

When I hear the bellowing of the ox and the neighing o t ic 
Then I hear the speech of Samantabhadra. 

All the Changs and Yis are fundamentally Vairocana, 

Buddhas and Patriarchs, Son and Ky 

How can they differ but through the discrimination of men. 
The stone man plays the flute, 

And the wooden horse nods in time. 

Ordinary men do not know their own nature, ut mere y s y 
“The highest plane is not my lot. 18 


Here is described a non-dual state in which the practitioner experiences 
unfolding of the dhamia-dhatu , the realm of reality. Alt oug i using a pure 
Son vocabulary, the song freely draws on the Avatamsaka Sutra or its un er 
lying ideas. 

Following his awakening Kyongho traveled throug iout t e country 
reestablishing and rebuilding the old training centers as well as organizing 
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15. Son master Kyongho (1849-1912). 


retreats. He worked tirelessly to infuse the Son tradition with new strength 
and presided over numerous assemblies. He also corresponded extensively 
with his followers, and in a letter to a monk gave the following instruction 
on how to meditate with a hwaclir . 19 

Sometimes when one is investigating the hivcidu it is like going against a cur¬ 
rent under full sail. At times the hivadu seems distant and tasteless; some¬ 
times the mind is hot and sluggish. But then on the other hand, this is not 
really anybody else’s affair. There is nothing to do but take a firm grip on the 
hwadu and do the extraordinary. The correct thing to do is to collect one’s 















PREMODERN AND MODERN KOREA 


119 


energy, neither too quickly nor too slowly. Be alert and tranquil, firm and 
continuous. Your breathing must be regular, and you must neither be hun¬ 
gry nor satiated. Keep your nose level and the eyes [half closed]. Be in a har¬ 
monious frame of mind and keep your back straight; then no obstructions 
can arise. 20 

This instruction is characteristic of the way Kyongho taught: simply and 
directly, with a stress on practical application. 

What is perhaps of greatest import is his special dedication to the laity. 
In the course of his career he established several Buddhist societies that 
included lay people along with monks and nuns. In a public address he stated: 

For men of common views and abilities, it is not a question of whether a per¬ 
son is a monk or a layman, male or female, old or young, wise or stupid, 
noble or mean, and it is also not a question of whether he is intimate or 
rejected, distant or near, separated from or together with, first or last—all 
are eligible to enter [into the practice of Son]. This is because all people have 
a limitless treasure-house that is no different from that of the Buddha. It is 
only those who in successive kalpas have not met with the advice of good 
friends (ka/yananntras) who must crawl through the Threefold Worlds, 
careering through the four modes of rebirth. 21 

In this talk meant for the average Buddhist he stresses the doctrine of the 
Buddha-nature present in all sentient beings as the fountainhead of all 
practice, then points out the importance of having a good teacher to show 
the way. While there was nothing really new in Kyongho’s brand of Son, 
through his ceaseless work he came to exert a tremendous influence on the 
revival of traditional Korean Buddhism that began after the removal of the 
anti-Buddhist decree in 1895. 


Korean Buddhism under the Japanese Occupation (1910—1945) 

One of the important developments within Korean Buddhism during the 
early years of the Japanese occupation of the Peninsula was the rise of a 
reform movement that sought to modernize Korean Buddhism along 
Japanese lines, so that the religion might cope more efficiently with the 
problems of modern life. This intellectual and scholarly renaissance in 
Korean Buddhism, which got underway immediately after the Japanese 
annexation, was headed by men like Yi Nunghwa (1869-1943) and Han 
Yongun (1879-1944). 22 It was in fact directly stimulated by an intimate 
contact with Japanese intellectuals and institutions of higher learning. 23 

One of the important issues was the modernization of the traditional 
Buddhist sangha system, which was considered outmoded and incapable of 
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renewing the role of Buddhism in Korean society. In order to achieve a last¬ 
ing reform of traditional Buddhism Han Yongun proposed a thorough revi¬ 
sion of nearly all facets of the religion, including the understanding of the 
purpose and duty of Korean Buddhism, the education of the members of 
the saiigha, the practice of meditation, doctrinal learning, recitation, ritu¬ 
al, monastic organization, ethics, the question of celibacy, economy, and 
temple management. To create better understanding of his ideas, he wrote 
extensively on the modernization of Korean Buddhism, an issue treated in 
considerable detail in his major work, the Choson ptilgyo yusin non (Essays on 
the reformation of Korean Buddhism). 24 In the Non sungnyo chi kyoyuk 
(Essay on the Education of Monks) we read: 

For people who wish to be able to choose by themselves, it is necessary that 
they first educate themselves. Civilization is born from education. Education 
is the flower of civilization, and civilization is the fruit of education_Con¬ 

sider the essentials of study: one should make wisdom the foundation, self¬ 
liberation of one’s thought the universal rule, and the principle of truth the 
object of study. If any of these three aspects is missing [in one’s study], there 
will be no wisdom and no principle of truth, and it will all amount to just so 
many words! 25 

According to Han’s vision the reform of Korean Buddhism could be realized 
by infusing the traditional teachings with a new meaning. He saw Buddhism 
as consisting of two basic types of teaching: P’ydngdung chuwi (the doctrine 
of equality), and Kuse chuwi (the doctrine of universal salvation). Following 
the first of these, reform could build on the idea that all sentient beings are 
equally endowed with the same enlightened nature. A modern utilization 
of the second would instill more social consciousness in regard to the peo¬ 
ple making up Korean society. Han saw the first of the two doctrines as pro¬ 
viding the basis of a Buddhist form of democracy, that is, a philosophy of 
equality, while the second would represent the practical implementation of 
this ideal. For this to be achieved the community of monks and nuns would 
have to abandon their cherished abodes in the remote mountains, and enter 
the cities in order to perform their religious duty to the general public. 
Only by becoming a truly popular religion, on a par with Christianity, 
would Buddhism be able to face the challenges of the modern world. 26 

Though Han Yongun was an outspoken advocate of the secularization of 
Buddhism, he nevertheless maintained a fairly strict attitude to traditional 
Son practice. This was no doubt due to his association with such respected 
Son masters as Kyongho and his disciple Mangong (1872—1946). Howev¬ 
er, he was highly critical of the static and formal way Son was practiced in 
many temples at that time, and he addressed this problem as follows: 
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How different is the way people of today practice Son! While the people of 
old kept their minds tranquil, those of today only care for a tranquil abode. 
While people of old kept their minds unmoving, those of today only keep 
their bodies so. If one cares only for a tranquil dwelling-place, this merely 
amounts to a rejection of the world; and if one only keeps one’s.body still, 
one is merely self-complacent. Buddhism is a teaching meant for the world, 
a religion devoted to the liberation of sentient beings! If this is so, should 
self-complacency and the rejection of the world not be shunned by followers 
of the Buddha? 27 

There is a thinly veiled criticism here of the traditional monks, who cher¬ 
ished an ascetic life deep in the mountains far from the towns and villages. 
Han openly takes them to task for being attached to their style of life, and 
for not caring to enter the towns and cities to instruct the common people 
in Buddhism. The essential platform for his attack is an appeal to the bod- 
hisattva ideal in its active aspect. 

Among Han Yongun’s many proposals for reform, the one that caused 
the greatest friction and resentment within the traditional Korean Buddhist 
community was his insistence that the celibate saiigha be replaced by a new 
institution based on a married priesthood. It might appear that this rather 
outrageous suggestion followed as a natural consequence from his views on 
the need to make Buddhism more available to ordinary Koreans. However, 
it is clear that Han had borrowed the idea from the Buddhist parish priest 
system that had developed in Japan under the Meiji Restoration, and. which 
had been largely responsible for the secularization and loss of independence 
of the Japanese Buddhist saiigha. 28 

Han Yongun’s campaign for a modernization of Korean Buddhism even¬ 
tually foundered. Although the Japanese government in Korea supported 
his ideas concerning a married priesthood, and had them implemented as 
well, the traditionalist faction of Korean monks, which was still fairly 
strong, rejected not only his “saiigha reform” but most of his other ideas as 
well. To them Han was basically a corrupt, collaborating monk, who sought 
merely his own aggrandizement through the launching of a dubious and 
unsavory reform program with an unmistakably Japanese orientation that 
in their eyes could only undermine the integrity of Korean Buddhism. 
However, the traditionalist faction within the saiigha was quite unable to 
invigorate Kofean Buddhism, and with the exception of structural and 
administrative changes within the temple administration, as well as sectar¬ 
ian developments of the 1930s, no dramatic changes took place within the 
spiritual framework of the religion. 

Later, as the editor of the reform Buddhist magazine Pulgyo (Buddhism), 
Han Yongun, now more moderate and less openly pro-Japanese in his 
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approach, continued to market his ideas for a reformation of Korean Bud¬ 
dhism in the editorials of this publication. With the exception of a group of 
young Buddhists, his influence in Korea’s Buddhist community was no 
longer strong, and by the time of his death in 1944 his attempts at a Bud¬ 
dhist reform were all but forgotten. 29 

However, the rise of a new spiritual movement outside the orthodox tra¬ 
dition would eventually see the unfolding of Han s ideas. Won Buddhism, 
which is variously considered a type of modernized Korean Buddhism or 
simply a new religious movement, was founded by the highly charismatic 
Pak Chongbin (1891-1943) during the latter half of the Japanese occupa¬ 
tion of Korea. 30 Pak, who is known under his Buddhist name So T’aesan, 
founded his new order as a Buddhist reform movement. A cursory glance 
at his teachings reveals his great indebtedness to the reform program for¬ 
mulated by Han Yongun. Like Han, he actively promoted the seculariza¬ 
tion of Buddhism and saw the laity as the basis of his order. It is beyond the 
scope of this presentation to discuss the details of So T’aesan’s reform of 
Buddhist doctrines and practice, which is much more systematized and syn¬ 
cretic than what Han Yongun had suggested. 31 

The practical consequence of So T’aesan’s reform was the complete secu¬ 
larization of Buddhism. He focused on the family as the center of practice. 
Hence, social morals and family ethics with a clear Confucian inspiration 
play a dominant role in his system: 

The Great Master said, "A home is like a nation in reduced size, and a nation 
is a gathering of homes. A home is like a small nation and at the same time 
is a basic unit of a large country. Therefore one who is able to manage a home 
perfectly may rule over a society or a nation well. Furthermore, if each mem¬ 
ber of a family can manage a home well, a nation will naturally be governed 
in^an orderly manner. Therefore, the head of a home should recognize that 
one’s role or obligation as the head is an important and great one.” 32 

In another clear-cut example of the presence of Confucian family ethics 
we find So T’aesan praising the principle of filial piety as a cardinal virtue: 

The Great Master said, “One who offers filial piety to one’s parents and loves 
one’s brothers in one’s home rarely acts wickedly toward other people. But 
one who never offers filial piety and causes trouble and hatred between one’s 
brothers and sisters cannot do good for other people. Therefore, in Confu¬ 
cianism it is said that ‘filial piety is the basic conduct among all conducts,’ 
and ‘a loyal subject is sure to be found in a home which is well-known for a 
son upholding filial piety.’ This is surely a well-spoken truth.” 33 

The main religious functionaries in the order are the clergy, that is, married 
priests, and celibate lay-sisters. However, it is obvious that it is the lay 
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believer who constitutes the foundation and backbone of Won Buddhism. 
This can be seen from the ethical code of the order, which incorporates only 
a rather modified version of the traditional ten basic Buddhist precepts, 
over which a superstructure consisting of adapted Confucian moral con¬ 
cepts is placed. In his early writings So T’aesan advocated celibate life for 
his followers. Over time, however, there has been an increasing tendency 
towards married priesthood in the order. Today it is rare to find any celibate 
male practitioners in Won Buddhism, but they do exist. 

In principle there is equality between the two sexes in Won Buddhism. 
This is stated repeatedly in the injunctions of So T’aesan, especially in his 
teaching on the Four Essentials (sayo). iA For example, in his discussion of the 
third essential one reads: 

After marriage one’s financial life should be managed independently; hus¬ 
band and wife should not indulge in love only, but should also make it their 
principal goal to fulfill their duties and obligations. 

All other affairs should be managed in accordance with the cases involved 
and the doctrine (pop). Men and women should not be discriminated 
between, as in the past, but they should be treated well in accordance with 
what they do. 35 

Further on he prescribes: 

Women, like men, should be educated sufficiently so that they can work in 
society. 

Men and women should work diligently at their occupations so that they 
may live comfortably. They must be equal in the performance of their duties 
and obligations to their families and their nation. 36 

On the surface these injunctions of equality between men and women 
appear rather impressive, taking the time and place into account. Unfortu¬ 
nately, they are so only in theory The role of women in Won Buddhism is 
still inferior to that of men, and as such reflects the current norm in Kore¬ 
an society at large. Basically there are two ideals pertaining to women in 
the order. The first is that of the mother, which in effect is no different from 
the time-honored Confucian ideal of the loving and self-sacrificing wife and 
mother, whose highest purpose in life is dedication to her husband and her 
children and submission to her in-laws. The other, is that of the lay-sister, 
essentially a female religious functionary of the Won Buddhist order, much 
like the nursing sisters in Christianity. However, they are not allowed to 
marry, but ideally live their whole lives in complete dedication to the order. 
They are in fact celibate nuns, but with emphasis on practical social activi¬ 
ties, such as teaching and social work, rather than on meditative practices 
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and doctrinal learning as carried on in the traditional Buddhist nunneries 
throughout the country. 

* It can be argued that Won Buddhism has succeeded in realizing a refor¬ 
mation of traditional Korean Buddhism, at least as regards the social 
dimension. It has established a well-functioning, and by Korean standards, 
modern university, hospitals, schools, kindergartens, nurseries, training 
centers, and churches, all the time upholding the Buddhist ideals of self- 
cultivation as laid down by So T'aesan. Thus, many of the proposals mar¬ 
keted by Han Yongun have become reality for the followers of Won Bud¬ 
dhism, and it cannot be denied that what we have today is a thoroughly 
lay-oriented movement, with its norms and values firmly based in the life 
of the traditional Korean family unit. 

On the practical level there are many aspects of Won Buddhism that 
have been taken over from Christianity. These include the institution of 
married priests, liturgy, charity organizations, and a somewhat puritanical 
view of human behavior. It is noteworthy that the movement was the first 
Korean Buddhist organization to establish hospitals and public schools as 
charity institutions mainly staffed with a personnel consisting of lay-sisters. 
In this way the Won Buddhists carried ou: the ideal of the self-sacrificing 
bodhisattva on a wholly social basis, while at the same time they endeav¬ 
ored to modernize Korean society. 

Won Buddhism emerged after 1945 as a relatively strong and close-knit 
movement, and it has continued to expand ever since. However, the patri¬ 
archs succeeding So T’aesan have done little to change the spiritual inheri¬ 
tance received from the founder, and the doctrines of W5n Buddhism have 
not developed much. This has become one of the main obstacles to the fur¬ 
ther development of the movement, since what claims to be a modern form 
of Buddhism chiefly rests on a system that has remained basically 
unchanged since the 1930s. 


Korean Buddhism since 1945 

As Son Buddhism is still the most dominant expression of Buddhism in 
Korea, meditation has remained at the heart of the monastic training 
throughout most of the present century, although it no longer enjoys the 
same popularity among the members of the sarigha. 

In the past, nearly all the great Buddhist masters won their status by 
personifying the traditional ideal of the ascetic, spending decades of their 
lives in rigorous training, including many years in intensive meditation. 
Although this ideal is rarely emulated today, both the Chogye Order 
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and the T’aego School officially 
promote it as the most direct 
way to spiritual attainment. At 
the beginner’s level Son medita¬ 
tion is undertaken in a special 
hall—the Sonbang —that is set 
aside for this purpose. Here, 
twenty to fifty monks live, medi¬ 
tating in the cross-legged pos¬ 
ture for up to twelve hours every 
day during the three-month¬ 
long meditation seasons (kyolche) 
held twice annually, in summer 
and winter. Having trained in 
the Sonbang for several years, the 
serious adept normally spends a 
further five to ten years in a 
small hermitage, where he per¬ 
fects his meditation and is meant 
to attain some form of spiritual 
awakening. 

The goal of Son training is, of course, to attain enlightenment and to 
become a leader of the Buddhist community so as to secure the continua¬ 
tion ofithe tradition. While the requirements for attaining the rank of S5n 
master were still very strict twenty years ago, today it is rare to find monks 
who have undergone the entire program of Son training, including basic 
monastic training under a qualified master, prolonged meditation in soli¬ 
tary seclusion, spiritual awakening (kansong, “seeing the nature ), and 
official sanction from a recognized master. In spite of this the lore sur¬ 
rounding Son is still dominated by the traditional medieval vision. Today 
the title Master of Meditation (soma) is frequently given by a teacher to a 
trusted disciple, or a senior monk, regardless of the degree of their spiritual 
insight. This devaluation of the title has inevitably led to a decline in the 
quality of the so-called Son masters, many of whom flaunt their lack of 
insight in published tracts and public lectures. 

Although Buddhism in Korea has an old account to settle with Confu¬ 
cianism for the suppression it suffered during the Choson dynasty, there is 
remarkably little antagonism to be discerned between the two traditions 
today. This is no doubt due to the general Confucianization of Korean 
society, which has also affected the structure of the Buddhist sangha. The 



16. Son master Kusan Suryong (1908-1983). 
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Confucian influence on Buddhism is not obvious at first glance, but gradu¬ 
ally becomes apparent the longer one deals with Korean Buddhism. The 
seniority system in the temples automatically makes an old monk venera¬ 
ble just because he is old—in contrast to Chinese Buddhism, where seri¬ 
ousness of religious commitment takes precedence. This is only one aspect 
of the Confucian influence. Indeed, the whole monastic code of behavior has 
much more to do with Confucian ethics than with the Buddhist Vinaya . 
This may indirectly explain why the attitude to the traditional Buddhist 
precepts is generally not very serious in the Korean saiigha. Probably the 
low position of women within Korean Buddhism should also be seen as 
reflecting Confucian norms. In any case, as regards the equality of the sexes, 
it appears that the Mahayana philosophy of emptiness and universal inter¬ 
relation is being grossly neglected. 57 

Since Son dominates the landscape of contemporary Korean Buddhism, 
it is its practices and associated doctrines that remain the spiritual core of 
the tradition. Although one might expect the practice of Korean Son to 
have undergone considerable modification similar to that which Japanese 
Zen Buddhism has known within the past century, it has somehow been 
able to maintain itself surprisingly close to the classical ideal derived from 
the Koryo period, whereas the highly diverse and syncretic type of Son that 
was current during the Choson dynasty can no longer be seen. Of course, 
contemporary Son practice is a restoration of the “pure Son,” centered on 
meditation with a kongan or hivadu according to the orthodox Lin-chi (K. 
Imje) School introduced from Yuan China (1279-1368) towards the end of 
the Koryo period. Despite the fact that there are two contending streams 
of Son in Korean Buddhism today—the “Sudden-sudden brand” advocat¬ 
ed by the late Songch’ol and his adherents based in Haein Temple, and the 
Sudden-gradual brand” advocated by those following the teachings of 
Chinul in actual practice they all use the kongan system that originated 
with the important Chinese Ch’an master Ta-hui Tsung-kao (1088—1163). 
Hence, the differences between the two brands of Son are mainly questions 
of doctrines and of lineage. 

On the basic bwadu practice, Kusan Suryong (1908-1983), an important 
Son master, has this to say: 

In Son meditation, the key factor is to maintain a constant sense of ques¬ 
tioning. So, once you have taken hold of the hivadu “What is this?”, try to 
always sustain the questioning: “What is seeing?” “What is hearing?” “What 
is moving these hands and feet?” and so on. Before the initial sense of ques¬ 
tioning fades, it is important to give rise to the question again. In this way, 
the process of questioning can continue uninterrupted, with each new ques- 
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cion overlapping the previous one. In addition you should cry to make this 
overlapping smooth and regular. But this does not mean that you should just 
mechanically repeat the question as though it were a mantra. It is useless to 
just say to yourself day and night, “What is this? What is this? The key 
is to sustain the sense of questioning, not the repetition of the words. Once 
this inquiry gets underway there will be no room for boredom. If the mind 
remains quiet, the bu culu will not be forgotten, and the sense of questioning 
will continue unbroken. In this way, awakening will be easy.'^ 

Every fortnight during the three-month-long meditation retreats (kyolche) 
it is customary for the Son master of a given training-temple to give formal 
instructions to the assembly of practicing monks. These addresses serve two 
purposes: first, they are inspirational pep talks, stimulating the monks to work 
harder at their spiritual cultivation, and secondly, they are meant to give 
advanced practitioners a chance to formally engage the master in a so-called 
“dharma-combat” (mtnulap), in which they test their insight against his. On 
one such occasion the Son master Hyobong (1SS8—1966), having ascended 
the high seat, hit it thrice with his staff, and addressed the assembly with 
these words: 

“This year is a new year, this month is a new month, and this day is a new 
day! Is there anyone in the great assembly who can speak a new word. The 
great assembly remained silent. After some time had passed the Master saj • 
“With the Wisdom Eye you can sec that it is unreal and not of the world. 
With the Dharma Eye you can see that it is unworldly and not real. With 
the Buddha Eye you can see the two levels of real and unreal. W ien a i\ 
ing and dead come into contact with the three eyes, they cannot remain [i.e., 
their actual nature wi 11 be revealed]. Does anybody have an idea about t us^ 

The great assembly remained silent. After some time the Master sai . 
“Somebody has said: ‘Sakyamuni entered nirvana , and Maitreya ias entere 
his coffin!”’ [i.e., there is nobody enlightened around}. Thereupon he 
descended the high seat. 39 

This highly abstruse form of address is typical of the kind of talk a Son 
master gives. It is designed to cut off discursive thinking, and to intro ucc 
the listeners directly to the realm of enlightenment. The master’s questions 
to the assembly are meant to provoke a reaction in the individual practi 
tioners whereby they may open up their minds to the reality beyond words, 

the inherent Buddha-nature (pulsong). 

Otherwise traditional Buddhist lore and belief are still very much intact 
in contemporary Son Buddhism, and issues such as karma, rebirth, ethics, 
and virtually any topic belonging to the unseen realm of the spirits, are 
often presented straight out of the context of medieval Korean culture. In the 
following passage we are provided with a fine example of how the doctrine 
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of rebirth was taught by Songch’ol in a Dharma-lccturc given at Haein 
Temple in 1981: 

Western psychology, on the basis of Freud's work, divides the human mind 
into three levels: the conscious, the latent or pre-conscious, and the sub- or 
unconscious. Freud of course pioneered theories on the unconscious, but it 
was Sir Alexander Cannon who really did extensive work on the subject. He 
was knighted in England and he was an outstanding lecturer at institutes in 
five European nations. Perhaps his greatest contributions were in the inves¬ 
tigation of former lives. Initially, as a scientist, he had denied the validity of 
both the spirit and reincarnation. But using hypnosis as an investigative 
method, he consistently came across accounts of previous lives through his 
hypnotic regression process. He brought some people even as far back as the 
Roman Empire, and much of what he recorded was proven through histori¬ 
cal evidence. On the basis of what he collected from a total of 1,382 patients 
he published a book, The Power Within, in 195 2. A0 

Songch’ol presents a wholly tradition-based Buddhist view on rebirth, 
and attempts to reinforce the credibility of his view by a wholly pseudosci¬ 
entific appeal to the evidence of hypnosis. Later he even goes as far as to 
draw on the American medium Edgar Cayce: 

Cayce had a lot to say about cause-and-effect in relation to former lives. One 
case study was about a couple who had a very unhappy marriage, and upon 
hypnotic regression, Cayce discovered that in a former life they had been 
enemies. In some instances, happily married couples were revealed to have 
ad parent-child relationships in former lives. We find this hard to believe, 
but this is how cause-and-effect can work/ 1 

Despite this appeal to the Western occult tradition, the main line of the 
masters argument is strictly in accord with medieval Korean Buddhism. 
Bluntly presented without the slightest degree of sophistication, it is devoid 
of the usual ambiguity or ironic distance that characterizes the Son Bud¬ 
dhist attitude to dogmatic belief. 

However, we also find the question of rebirth treated in a somewhat more 
subtle fashion, as in the following explanation provided by Kusan: 

When the body grows old it dies, and one gets another body It is just like 
changing one’s old clothes. The same good feeling one has when one changes 
one s old clothes and takes on new ones is also there, when the old body is 
exchanged with a new one. If you understand and realize the Mind you will 
get rid of all the sufferings connected with birth and death. The buddha of 
the past has already gone, the buddha of the future has not come yet. The 
buddha of the present is right there where you attain enlightenment, and 
this world is no longer samsara , but the Pure Land itself. 
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Wc see here the issue of rebirth given a more absolutist twist. The cen¬ 
tral theme is no longer whether rebirth takes place or not, but who it is that 
is reborn. In the following, the Buddha Mind as the underlying quality 
beyond rebirth is explained: 

This body is subject to birth and death; however, the Mind is not born with 
the body, nor does it die with it. As the work on the bwadti is seeking to real¬ 
ize the Mind, it does not follow that the body has to die in order to attain its 
realization. It is possible to realize the Mind while still alive. To realize the 
Mind is identical with the realization of nirvana , and for this reason there is 
no need to worry about life and death. 42 

This account of the absolute aspect of the human mind, that is, the Buddha- 
nature, which is unborn and therefore unaffected by rebirth, shows a ten¬ 
dency inherent in Son to emphasize realization over belief, thus making the 
spiritual quest a more intimate part of the everyday experience of the prac¬ 
titioner. 


Concluding Remarks 

Korean Buddhism is the largest religion in Korea, and despite the fact that 
its monastic communities have degenerated considerably within the past 
two decades, it still commands a very active lay following. However, the 
increasingly rapid transformations of modern society have also affected the 
practice of Buddhism. Monastic communities living in isolation deep in the 
mountains are a thing of the past. Buddhism has not come down from the 
mountains and into the cities as Han Yongun wished; instead, the cities 
have come to the mountains. 

Most of the great monasteries and temples in Korea have undergone 
modernization in various ways, including the acquisition of motorized 
transport, telephone, television, video, laundry machines. Many monks nov* 
own their own cars, and even private hermitages are now commonly foun 
The Buddhist laity and tourists in general visit the Buddhist temples in ever 
increasing numbers, which has forced many temples to function as hotels 
and render other services that have little to do with Buddhism. The grow 
ing importance of lay Buddhist associations has also opened many monas¬ 
teries and temples to organized meditation courses for the general public. 
While it is obvious that the monastic way of life is declining, lay Buddhism 
is clearly growing in size and dedication, which would seem to indicate a 
general, and more popular, shift in the expression of Korean Buddhist spir¬ 
ituality. 
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Ritual in Korean Society , ed. Laurel Kendall and Griffin Dix, Korea Researc i ono 
graph 12 (UC Berkeley), (Berkeley, 1987) 171-84. 

31. For a very useful comparative study of the thought of these two men, see 
Han Kidu, “ Pulgyo yusin non kwa Pulgyo shinnon , 233—57. 

32. The Scripture of Won Buddhism , 198 (section 42). 

33. The Scripture of Won Buddhism , 181 (section 11). 

34. The Four Essentials are: 1) Attaining to Self-reliance, 2) Setting up> the Sage 
as the Foundation, 3) Educating the Sons and Daughters of Others, and ) aying 
Respect to Those [performing] Public Welfare. See Chonso, 39—46. 

35. Scripture, p. 22. Chonso , 40—41. 

36. Chonso, 22, 41. 

37. For a highly informative study of temple life in a contemporary Korean Son 
Buddhist temple, see Buswell, The Zen Monastic Experience. 
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38. See Kusan Sunim, The Way of Korean Zen , 61. 

39. Hyobong orok (Recorded sayings of Hyobong), ed. Hyobong mundo hoe 
(Songgwang sa, 1973) 19-20. 

40. See Ven. Song-chol, Echoes from Mt. Kaya , 69. 

41. Echoes from Mt. Kaya , 71. 

42. From a series of talks given in Copenhagen in July 1982. 
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Foundations 


I. The Birth of Japanese Buddhism 

Hanayama Shinsho and Hanayama ShoyO 


B uddhism was propagated among the Japanese people by Kore¬ 
an and Chinese immigrants early in the sixth century. Imperial 
recognition of the new religion begins with the famous story in 
the Japanese chronicle Nibonshoki: in 552 (more probably 538) 
Song-myong, the king of Paekche, anxious to strengthen his alliance with 
Japan against the neighboring Korean states of Silla and Koguryo, presented 
Emperor Kinmei (r. 531-571) with a gold-plated bronze image of Sakya- 
muni Buddha, some ritual pennants, and some Buddhist scriptures, accom¬ 
panied by a letter in which he urged the propagation of Buddhism: 

This teaching is the very best of all existing doctrines. Nevertheless it is hard 
to explain or understand. Neither the Duke of Chou nor Confucius could 
comprehend it. This teaching is capable of producing happiness and reward 
in unlimited quantities and without boundaries. It leads indeed to distin¬ 
guishing the sublime boclbi} 

The Emperor was overjoyed and exclaimed: “Never have 1 heard of such an 
exquisite teaching.... Never have I seen anything so radiant and beautiful 
as this Buddha image.” The Emperor consulted his vassals, however, as to 
whether or not he should accept this new religion from the continent. There 
was a heated argument on the question among the clans. The Soga clan, 
who had been in charge ol military and foreign affairs, advocated accept¬ 
ance of the new faith, while the Mononobe and Nakatomi clans, who had 
been in charge of Shinto rituals, opposed it, claiming that the acceptance of 
a foreign religion would offend the indigenous Shintd kanii or deities who 
had protected the country for so long. The upshot of this debate was that 
the Emperor gave official permission to the Soga clan to adopt Buddhism. 
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Despite the fact that the Japanese had followed and preserved Shinto tra¬ 
dition as the only state religion for a long period of time, Buddhism quick¬ 
ly flourished, and it replaced Shinto as the state religion within the short 
Space of fifty years. This success was due more to political and cultural fac¬ 
tors than to those virtues of Buddhism which won it popularity in later 
periods: its tolerance, rationality, and philosophical depth; these did not 
attract attention at this early stage. The new religion enjoyed the patron¬ 
age of the Imperial Household and was actually practiced by some of the 
emperors, beginning with Emperor Yomei (r. 585-587). Since it became a 
political tool in the strife between the progressive Sogas and the conserva¬ 
tive Mononobes, it shared in the triumph of the Sogas. 

At the popular level it offered a more secure refuge amid frequent plagues 
and famines than the indigenous kami could provide, and was believed to 
have magical efficacy in warding off misfortunes and disasters, curing ill¬ 
ness, and bringing security and prosperity to the nation and individuals. 
Japanese culture at that time was still in an undeveloped state, and the 
splendor of Buddhist art held a great attraction for the members of the 
Japanese court. The Japanese admired Buddhism as an aspect of the higher 
civilization of the continent. 

Emperor Yomei s son, Shotoku (574—622), enjoys legendary status as the 
founding father of Japanese Buddhism. At the age of nineteen he became 
Prince Regent for the Empress Suiko (r. 593-628). In 594 he promulgated 
an Imperial Decree urging people to accept and cherish the Three Treasures 
of Buddhism. This is the first time that any religion was recommended 
under the Emperor’s name in the history of Japan. In 604 he promulgated 
the Constitution in Seventeen Articles, a set of moral injunctions for gov¬ 
ernment officials, based on Buddhist and Confucian teaching as well as 
indigenous belief in the emperor’s divine origins. In this document the 
Buddhist ideals of equality and harmony are applied to state administra¬ 
tion. It expresses the attitudes of a Buddhist dharma raja (dharma monarch): 
Article J 

Harmony is to be valued, and an avoidance of wanton opposition to be hon¬ 
ored. All men are influenced by partisanship, and there arc few who are intel¬ 
ligent. Hence there are some who disobey their lords and fathers, or who 
maintain feuds with the neighboring villages. But when those above are har¬ 
monious and those below arc friendly, and there is concord in the discussion 
of business, right views of things spontaneously gain acceptance. Then what 
is there which cannot be accomplished? 

Article II 

Sincerely reverence the three treasures. The three treasures, viz., Buddha, the 
Law, and the monastic orders, are the final refuge of the four generated 
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beings, and are the supreme objects of faith in all countries. Few men are 
utterly bad. They may be taught to follow it. But if they do not betake them 
to the three treasures, wherewithal shall their crookedness be made straight? 
Article IX 

Good faith is the foundation of right. In everything let there be good faith, 
for in it there surely consist the good and the bad, success and failure. If the 
lord and vassal observe good faith one with another, what is there that can¬ 
not be accomplished? If the lord and the vassal do not observe good faith 
towards one another, everything without exception ends in failure. 

Article X 

Let us cease from wrath, and. refrain from angry looks. Nor let us be resent¬ 
ful when others differ from us. For all men have hearts, and each heart has 
its own leanings. Their right is our wrong, and our right is their wrong. We 
are not unquestionably sages, nor are they unquestionably fools. Both of us 
are simply ordinary men. How can any one lay down a rule by which to dis¬ 
tinguish right from wrong? For we are all, one with another, wise and fool¬ 
ish, like a ring that has no end. Therefore, although others give way to anger, 
let us on the contrary dread our own faults, and though we alone may be in 
the right, let us follow the multitude and act like them. 

Article XVII 

Decisions on important matters should not be made by one person alone. 
They should be discussed with many. But small matters are of less conse¬ 
quence. It is unnecessary to consult a number of people. It is only in the case 
of the discussion of weighty affairs, when there is a suspicion that they may 
miscarry, that one should arrange matters in concert with others, so as to 
arrive at the right conclusion. 2 

Shotoku also patronized the foundation of seven ancient temples, includ¬ 
ing Shitenno-ji (in present-day Osaka) in 593, which became the center of 
social welfare activities in Japan, and Horyu-ji (in Nara) in 607, which 
became the headquarters of Buddhist study. 

Shotoku has also been celebrated as a profound student of Buddhist phi¬ 
losophy and the author of eight volumes of commentaries on the Lotus , the 
Vimalakirti, and the Srimaladevi sutras, known as the Sangyd-gisho (Com¬ 
mentaries on the Three Scriptures). These commentaries, like the Constitu¬ 
tion, reflect characteristic emphases of Japanese Buddhism and have 
strongly influenced its development, notably through their reception in 
Saicho's Tendai school. The choice of these three scriptures from the many 
Chinese versions of the Mahayana scriptures which were brought to Japan 
is significant in itself. In the Srimaladevi Sutra (J. Shomangyo ), Queen Srimala 
discourses on the fundamental truths and practices of one-vehicle or 
Ekayana Buddhism in the presence of Sakyamuni Buddha, who approves of 
each of her utterances. The choice of this sutra may have been intended to 
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honor Empress Suiko, for it reveals the exemplary personality of a devout 
Buddhist Queen. The Vimalakirti Sutra (J. Yuimagyo) was popular among 
the lay devotees of Mahayana Buddhism and establishes norms for lay Bud¬ 
dhists such as Prince Shotoku himself was. The Lotus Sutra (J. Hokkekyo) 
lucidly expounds the Ekayana philosophy and has always been regarded as 
one of the most important sutras in Japan, especially in the Tendai and 
Nichiren schools. The preface to the Hokkegisbo presents this philosophy: 

Sakyamuni appeared in this world in order to expound the teaching of this 
I^otus Sutra , so that all sentient beings, without any discrimination, might be 
able eventually to attain true and excellent enlightenment by practicing the 
primary disciplines for it. Yet sentient beings, because of the scarcity of good 
merits accumulated in their past lives and because of their ignorant nature 
by birth—and moreover because of various factors such as time and envi¬ 
ronment preventing them from acknowledging Mahayana teachings—were 
not readily able to embrace the excellent teaching expounding the causes and 
the conditions of the Ekayana. 

In view of this, as an expedient, Sakyamuni Buddha preached the Three 
Vehicles (of sravakas, pratyekabucldhas , and boclhisattvas ), enabling people to 
attain enlightenment according to their respective conditions. Thereafter, he 
preached the doctrine of sunyata, or non-substantiality that transcends all 
forms, and recommended people to study and practice it; later he preached 
the doctrine of the middle path and clarified the merits and demerits of 



17. Painting of Shotoku Taishi, 14th century. 
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Hinayana and Mahayana. Sentient beings were gradually enabled to under¬ 
stand the teaching more deeply by listening to and practicing it alter a long 
period of time. Finally he preached the One Great Vehicle, presenting the 
ultimate truth from the standpoint of Dharmakaya, the True Body of the 
Buddha endowed with every kind of virtue. Thus he led all sentient beings 
equally to the one great enlightenment. 5 

Ekayana teaches that enlightenment can be attained universally and 
equally by all sentient beings, with no distinctions between many and one, 
lay and priest, man and woman, or even between humankind and other 
sentient beings. It teaches that all good deeds are of equal virtue, and that 
all sentient beings finally attain the absolute enlightenment or buddha- 
hood. This absolute buddhahood is nothing other than Dharmakaya, the 
manifestation of truth itself, possessing supreme wisdom and eternal life. 
Dharmakaya transcends time and space and is free from all changes and 
from birth and death. 

Although these commentaries rely on Chinese models, there are frequent 
original strokes. For instance, the thirteenth chapter of the Lotus Sutra lists 
various objects that a bodhisattva ought not to seek out—kings, heretics, 
sportsmen, slaughterers, monks, nuns, laypeople, women and urges 
instead concentration of mind in a calm place. In the commentary, however, 
even this meditation is counted among the things not to be sought after. 
In order to propagate Ekayana Buddhism one must resist the lure of soli¬ 
tude. The anchorite’s life should not be adopted by any who wish to share 
the destiny of the actual nation and to lead the people in daily life. To think 
that meditation in a secluded place is the only way to real enlightenment is 
a false view, which fails to recognize that there is no contradiction between 
being and non-being, real and unreal, becoming and non-becoming, or good 
and evil, holy and ignorant, in the life of practice according to the Lotus 
Sutra. This non-duality is to be found in the worldly life as much as in the 
life of seclusion, and Hinayana’s narrow concern with the latter should be 
rejected by aspirants to the way of the Buddha. Similar emphases are found 
in the Vimalakirti Sutra , which teaches that there is no absolute reality apart 
from phenomena and holds up the practical life of the lay bodhisattva as its 
ideal. The Srimaladevi Sutra , too, teaches that the nature of sentient beings 
is intrinsically pure and that they can, without distinction, become the 
Buddha; it stresses that women can become the Buddha as well as men. 

We may conclude by listing the distinctive characteristics of Japanese 
Buddhism anticipated in the writings attributed to Prince Shotoku. 

First, Ekayana thought is based on the idea that all beings are endowed 
with Buddha-naturc or the potential to be enlightened. Although some 
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Mahayana schools advocated the Three Vehicle teaching, corresponding to 
three levels of human capacity for enlightenment, only those that had 
accepted the Ekayana standpoint flourished in Japan. Japanese Buddhism 
thus stressed that the road to Buddhahood was open to all, and that it can¬ 
not be confined to those who observe monastic discipline. 

Second, Mahayana Buddhism was always concerned with the meaning 
and spirit of the teachings rather than with strict adherence to formal pre¬ 
cepts and traditional doctrine. The Japanese interpreted all the teachings 
and disciplines of Buddhism spiritually and based their practice on this 
understanding. Thus no Japanese denomination at present actually follows 
the teachings and disciplines of original Buddhism, and no Japanese 
denomination has ever imposed disciplines as strict as those observed by 
Theravada monks in Southeast Asia. Because of this, Japanese Buddhism 
has often been criticized as a degenerate type of Buddhism. 

Third, within the tolerant framework of Japanese Buddhism, the distinc¬ 
tions between priests and laity, and male and female, gradually disappeared 
in the course of history. The aim of religious practices for both priests and 
aity was the life of a bodhisattva whose love and compassion towards fel¬ 
low beings is unlimited, except that the priests were also expected to play 
a role as religious leaders in society. 

Fourth, in Theravada Buddhism, the process of becoming a Buddha orig¬ 
inal required almost superhuman effort during an immeasurably long 
° accurnu I a ting virtues and merits through countless transmigra- 
tions. In Japanese Buddhism, on the contrary, it was believed that this 
lghest goal could be attained cither in the present life or in the next. Even 
t ough the way to Buddhahood differs in each type of Japanese Buddhism, 
most denominations stress that deliverance from the cycle of birth and death 
can e attained during a single lifetime, and that it is not necessary to wait 
or icnit ess cycles of births and deaths, or to practice rigorous austerities. 

Fi th and finally, until the end of the Muromachi Period (1338-1573) 
Buddhism in Japan was identified with the welfare of the nation. Buddhist 
worship and practice were seen as the basis for prosperity and peace Annu¬ 
al national events and the everyday life of the people became closely inter¬ 
woven with Buddhist teachings. Buddhist priests were invited to conduct 
religious rites and prayers for the welfare of the nation, and many promi¬ 
nent priests acted as government consultants. The close religious, econom¬ 
ic, and political relationships between Buddhism and the State resulted in 
the amalgamation of the imported religion with native Shinto, and during 
the Heian Period (794—1192) there emerged a unique type of Buddhism 
using both Shinto and Buddhist types of worship. 
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The first four of these traits still characterize Japanese Buddhism, but the 
close association between Buddhism and the State came to an end with the 
Meiji Restoration of 1868. 


Notes 

1. For another translation, see W. G. Aston, Nihongi : Chronicles of Japan from the 
Earliest Times to A.D. 697. T.RJ.S., Suppl. I (London: 1896), vol. 2, 66, reproduced 
in Wm. Theodore de Bary et al., eds., Sources of Japanese Tradition (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1958) vol. 1,91. 

2. Adapted from Aston, Nihongi , vol. 2, 128-33, in de Bary, Sources , vol. 1, 

3. Shotoku Taishi: Hokkegisho , ed. Hanayama Shinsho (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1975), 
vol. 1, 9—12. For a modern translation, see Nakamura Hajime, ed., Shotoku Taishi 
(Tokyo: Chuo Koronsha, 1970), 311-32. 

4. Hokkegisho , vol. 2, 178-208. 
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II. The Impact of Buddhism in the Nara Period 

Thomas P Kasulis 


I N DEPICTING Japanese spirituality during the Nara period (710-794), 
we will focus on how Buddhism influenced social institutions, intel¬ 
lectual life, and religious practice. We will attempt to show how these 
three cultural spheres interacted, providing the foundation for the 
future development of Japanese religion. 


The Institutionalization of Buddhism in Nara Society 

To appreciate the dynamics of Nara Japan, we must consider the fragility 
of the culture at the t.me. First,'Japan was just emerging from its preliter- 
e stage. e writing system had been introduced from the mainland only 
about three centuries earlier. Because of the syntactical differences between 
Chinese and Japanese, the Chinese script was not really adequate for ren¬ 
ting Japanese, and throughout the Nara period, the style of writing the 
native language (in so-called man'yogana) was still somewhat in flux Hence 
most Japanese intellectuals simply found it easier to write in Chinese. Since 
unese and Japanese have radically different linguistic structures, the Nara 
intellectuals were actually expressing their thoughts and feelings in a lan¬ 
guage totally foreign to the vernacular. This situation exemplifies a serious 

Ua ism m Nara culture: the tension between the Chinese and the indige- 
nous. a 


Another example of this dualism is that when the Nara court decided to 
chronicle the country's history, two different texts were written, the Kojiki 
and the Nihonshoki (or Nibongi), the former in Japanese and the latter in 
unese. Similarly, there were two imperially sponsored compilations of 
Japanese poetry, one in Chinese (the Kaifirn) and one in the native language 
(tie Man’yoshu). Even when it came to justifying the authority of the 
emperor, there were two quite independent theories. One theory can be 
found, for example, in the Seventeen Article Constitution dating from the 
early seventh century. It gives a basically Confucian account of a political 
hierarchy ultimately grounded in the emperor as the agent of heaven. The 
Kojiki, on the other hand, emphasized the authority of the imperial family 
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as deriving from their sacred lineage, their direct descent from Amaterasu, 
the kami of the sun. 

The children of the aristocrats learned their Chinese by laboriously mem¬ 
orizing and copying various texts: some poetry, but primarily histories and 
the early Confucian classics, especially those advocating such virtues as filial 
piety and loyalty to the emperor. Thus Confucianism was a major vehicle 
for the aristocrats’ sense of morality, sociopolitical order, and literary style. 
It was not, however, viewed as a religious tradition with a spiritual practice, 
but only as a rationale for social harmony. 1 hrough its influence, the idea 
of a centralized state blossomed in the Japanese mind. The seventh centu¬ 
ry witnessed Japan’s first constitution as well as a series of land reforms 
intended to take the financial and political power away from the clans and 
to bring taxation and the military under the aegis of the court. These 
reforms were not entirely successful, but the plan to centralize authority 
under the emperor did make significant progress. The establishment of 
Nara as a permanent capital was another phase in this process. 

Previous to the Nara period, the court established new quarters with the 
ascension of each new emperor. The general assumption today is that this 
practice was the result of a purification ritual, that the death of the emper¬ 
or was a defilement of the old palace and a new one had to be built. \et the 
idea of a permanent state required a permanent center. Thus, Nara was 
chosen to be the home of the Japanese government and the city was mod¬ 
eled on the plan of the Chinese capital of the time, Ch ang-an. Nara was to 
serve as the heart of the emergent Japanese state. It was to be a grand city 
laid out in a carefully designed grid pattern. Construction of the capital was 
never completed, however, because the capital was again transferred by the 
end of the eighth century to Kyoto. 

The plan for Nara included the construction of Buddhist temples at sev¬ 
eral strategic points—a telling sign of the status the religion had acquire . 
The official story of the introduction of Buddhism into Japan focuses on a Bu 
dhist artwork, the bronze Buddha presented to the Emperor by a Korean 
ruler. In the indigenous Japanese religion, which may be consi ere a 
proto-Shinto tradition, there w'ere no images for the sacred beings, t ie 
kami. Thus, the idea of a religious aesthetic was strikingly new to the Japan 
esc, and Buddhism has from that time been closely associated with Japan 
ese art. If Confucianism served as a vehicle for literary and moral eve op 
ment, it was Buddhism that caused the Japanese to develop a deep appre 
ciation for music, dance, painting, architecture, and sculpture. Buddhism, 
like Confucianism, was associated w r ith the high culture of China. This in 
itself would be a reason for its prominence in the city plan of Nara. 
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Yet there was another reason for its prominence, perhaps one even more 
revealing of the nature of Nara spirituality: Buddhism’s connection with 
magic, or what is better termed thaumaturgy (wonder-working). From the 
scanty early records we have of ancient Chinese visits to the Japanese archi¬ 
pelago, it seems that preliterate Japan was shamanistic and oracular, the 
chief priestess or priest serving as both a political and religious ruler. The 
ancient term matsurigoto referred to both ritual and governance. The sacred 
images, incantations, and rituals of the new religion appealed as much to 
the thaumaturgical as to the aesthetic side of the Japanese. It supplied the 
court with a battery of rituals for the prosperity and preservation of the 
country, thus playing as important a role as Confucianism and proto-Shin- 
to in the emergent Japanese state. Confucianism supplied the moral and 
political rationale, Shinto the theological or mythological justification, and 
Buddhism the thaumaturgical power to protect and sustain. This tripodal 
support of the state continued until modern times, although at any given 

functions ^ tradlt, ° nS WCre n0t "Warily equal in their supportive 

affIirs SPeafy m ° re j reCi f dy the institutional role of Buddhism in Nara 
that e’ fl r C3n C ° nSlder fi ! e " se of che Emperor Shomu. In 74 1 he decreed 
inst tutH kS ° Wn nati ° nal tcm P le (kokubunji) and he 

ed in the f 7*' cT'™ ° f intertCm P lc relationships that culminat- 
“tl Easf r"', BuddhiSm ’ the tem P ,e called Todai-ji, the 

imperial A CapkaK T ° Create a centerpiece for this 

4^0 toni* UPP ° rted Sy f e u m D 0f Enddhist temples, Shomu arranged for a 

Tola " For7 77 ° Buddha Bin,Shana (S ’ Vairoca " a > be cast for 

over he k ceremony in 757, he invited Buddhists from all 

which he fo il T f' A himSdf Underwent a Iverson's initiation in 

... ! T f ° rmally dec l a red himself a "servant of the three treasures of Bud- 

ism. This was an unprecedented imperial act. However, in taking the 
initiation name of Roshana, another variant of "Vairocana," Shomu may 
have wished to associate himself and his power with that of the great Bud- 

R 77 m br ° n2e .’. Va,r0Cana was the central light of the whole universe, a 
Buddha whose radiance shone everywhere. By establishing an official Bud- 
dhist temple ,n every corner of the empire and by making himself the chief 
Buddhist in Japan, Shomu was reinforcing his political position. The insti¬ 
tutionalization of Buddhism was proceeding hand in hand with the institu- 
tionalization of the Japanese state. 

n Till theSe fact0rs ,ed to thc urbanization and politicization of Nara 
Buddhism. It became increasingly difficult for politics to be free of Bud¬ 
dhist influence. Buddhist scholars and monks assumed ever more powerful 
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positions as advisors to the throne. For example, Shomu’s daughter, the 
Empress Koken (718-770), became enamored of the thaumaturgy dis¬ 
played by a Rasputin-like monk named Dokyo, and she almost turned over 
her throne to him. Because of such incidents, the political potential of Bud¬ 
dhism was well understood, and it became such an entrenched part of Nara 
intrigue that the only way for the court to escape its influence was to move 
the capital—first to Nagaoka and then permanently to Heiankyo 
(Kyoto)—and start over again. When Emperor Kanmu established the new 
capital, he did not permit the Nara Buddhist schools to relocate. This strat¬ 
egy was quite successful, at least temporarily. Eventually, however, the new 
Heian schools would become once again involved in the political scene. 


The Intellectual Contribution of the Nara Schools 

Some of the most lasting Buddhist influences on Japan have been of a more 
strictly intellectual order. In fact, at least up to the Tokugawa period 
(1615—1867), it could be said that Japanese philosophical history has been 
dominated by Buddhist thought. This dominance has its roots in the Nara 
period. Nara Buddhism was formally divided into six sects or schools (shit). 
To merit the official designation of shu a Buddhist group needed the per¬ 
mission of the government. Not surprisingly, therefore, much of what was 
spiritually important in Nara Buddhism occurred outside the sphere of 
these six schools. Each school was more a philosophical orientation within 
the Buddhhist tradition than a comprehensive sect involving a system of 
doctrine, a correlated set of practices, and a group of devout adherents. It 
was not unusual for a given monk to be recognized as a leader in more than 
one sect at a time. This tolerance across doctrinal lines was reinforced by 
the early acceptance of the Lotus Sutra , which teaches that all Buddhist 
paths are ultimately one. The six schools are the Ritsu, Kusha, Jojitsu, San- 
ron, Hosso, and Kegon. Each had a complex set of doctrines and theories, 
imported wholesale from China, and destined to have little permanent 
influence on Japanese spirituality. Nevertheless, in the array of doctrines we 
can find certain Buddhist themes that have served as important focal points 
for Japanese religious thought both in the Nara period and much later. 

The Ritsu school is really more liturgical than philosophical. It is based 
on the Chinese translation of the Vinaya . As Buddhism took root in Japan 
and people converted to the new religion, questions arose about the proper 
form of initiation, dietary restrictions, moral precepts, monastic life, and so 
forth. Since no one in Japan could answer these questions with any author¬ 
ity, liturgical experts from the mainland were brought into the country and 
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the Vinaya (Ritsu) school was established. Philosophically, the school has little 
to say except that the structure of religious and moral practice is critical: 
one must adhere strictly to the rites and precepts. To maintain some con¬ 
trol over the burgeoning new religion, the government accepted this point 
and insisted that all monks be ordained by a Ritsu master at a governmen- 
tally appointed “precept platform” (kaidan). In all of Japan, there were only 
three such kaidan and all were affiliated with Todai-ji. Thus, to have official 
status, the members of the other five Nara schools had to be ordained under 
the auspices of a Ritsu master at a governmental!)' sponsored site. This is 
yet another way in which Buddhism was institutionalized in Japan. 

The Kusha school is also based on the Chinese translation of an Indian 
text, the Abbulharma-kosa by Vasubandhu. Kusha is, in fact, the Japanese 
rendering of kosa. The text is associated with the Sarvastivada and 
Sautrantika schools of the southern (“Hinayana") Buddhist tradition, espe¬ 
cially with Sarvastivada. The Jojitsu school is based on the Chinese transla¬ 
tion of Harivarmans Satyasiddhi Sdstra, a representative text of the 
Sautrantika viewpoint. Hence, these two schools have a common ethos and 
set of philosophical concerns. Of special importance are their respective 
interpretations of dharmas or phenomena. Like all Buddhists, the Kusha 
and Jojitsu schools maintain that existence is characterized by imperma¬ 
nence (mujo). From an analytic standpoint, however, the problem is how to 
explain the nature of things or dharmas. If things are always in flux, is their 
appearance illusory or real? The Kusha school maintains that the dharmas 
actually exist, but their duration is instantaneous. For the briefest moment, 
they come into being and pass away. Throughout that moment, but only 
or that moment, they endure by virtue of their “own nature” (jisho) This 
own nature” is the basis of their reality and the foundation for our experi¬ 
ence of things Against this Sarvastivada emphasis, the Jojitsu school takes 
a Sautrantika line: it rejects the notion of "own nature” and claims that the 
affirmation of even such a momentary substantiality runs counter to the 
Buddhist idea of impermanence. This radical position leads to the teaching 
that the dharmas are “empty” (ku), not real. Why then do we experience a 
world of things and not merely a void? The Jojitsu response is that there are 
two levels of truth, the absolute and the conventional. If we are grounded 
m the realization that all dharmas are ultimately empty, we can still treat 
ttem as having conventional significance. In fact, the Jojitsu school ana- 
yzes eighty-four kinds of dharma. Ironically, the Kusha school, which 
maintains the reality of dharmas, lists only seventy-five. 

The other three Nara schools are offshoots of the Mahayana. Sanron 
evolved from what was originally the Indian Madhyamika tradition, Hosso 
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from the Indian Yogacara, and Kegon from the Chinese Hua-yen. As 
Mahayana schools, they all maintain, for example, the ideal of the bod- 
hisattva vow and the doctrine of the three embodiments of the Buddha. 
The bodhisattva ideal emphasizes universal, rather than individual, enlight¬ 
enment. That is, the accomplished person holds back in the final stage of 
one’s own enlightenment process so as to help others, vowing not to enter 
nirvana until all sentient beings can be enlightened together. This collective 
image of enlightenment appealed to the Japanese, so much so, in fact, that 
the Hosso school was criticized for believing that there were a very few indi¬ 
viduals who were so intrinsically corrupt that enlightenment was impossi¬ 
ble for them. 

The doctrine of the three embodiments of the Buddha maintains that the 
Buddha functions in three different capacities or dimensions: as a historical 
person who teaches in this world; as a sublime being in a heavenly realm 
who transfers his own merit in order to help others; and as a universal prin¬ 
ciple whose spiritual presence pervades the whole universe. The historical 
Buddha who lived in India two and a half millennia ago was a manifesta¬ 
tion of the first sort; the marvelous buddhas and bodhisattvas such as 
Amida, Yakushi, and Kannon, who are so often the objects of devotion and 
the theme of artistic expression, are usually considered to be manifestations 
of the second sort; the third manifestation is usually considered impersonal 
and formless, but it serves as the metaphysical ground that makes possible 
all spirituality. 

On the basis of the bodhisattva ideal and the triple embodiment theory, 
it is not surprising that the Mahayana forms of Buddhism ultimately dom¬ 
inated in Japan. Mahayana appealed more directly to the Japanese under¬ 
standing of Buddhism as a binding social force, as a source of thaumatur- 
gical power, and as a vehicle for aesthetic expression. Of course, despite the 
common ground, the Mahayana schools of Nara Japan have their s arp y 
defined philosophical differences. We can again express the gist of these dif¬ 
ferences by referring to their distinctive views on the nature of dharmas. 

The Sanron (“Three Treatise”) school, which is based on three Madhyami- 
ka texts, sees the distinctions among dharmas as based in linguistic an 
conceptual discrimination, not in the things themselves. A corollary is t at 
any expressible viewpoint is relative, conventional, and unsatisfactory as a 
philosophical statement on reality. Every concept is said to be ultimately 
“empty” {kit) and useful only by convention as a practical device. Like the 
Jojitsu school, therefore, the Sanron perspective leads to a dualism between 
the relative and absolute, although the dualism is somewhat differently 
defined. For Sanron the dualism derives from the difference in perspective 
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between the conceptual grasp of dharmas and the direct intuition of reali¬ 
ty through wisdom or prajna (in Japanese, e or hannya ). Jojitsu, on the other 
hand, stresses the ontological difference between the two realms. Sanron’s 
position is primarily epistemological whereas Jojitsu’s is more metaphysical. 
Because of the Japanese preference for the Mahayana tradition and because 
of the general similarity between Jojitsu and Sanron on the idea of empti¬ 
ness, the Jojitsu school was eventually absorbed into Sanron. Through its 
dialectical logic, its emphasis on emptiness, and its concern for the limits 
and possibilities of language, the Sanron perspective has played a major role 
in the development of Japanese philosophy, even though it never had a 
large number of adherents as a religious group. 

As a development of the Yogacara tradition, the Hosso (“dharma aspect”) 
school emphasizes the mental or phenomenal side of dharmas. Thus, rather 
than simply accepting of rejecting the reality of dharmas, it affirms their 
ideational reality. This contrasts with the emphasis on emptiness found in 
tne Jojitsu and Sanron schools, and an affinity between Kusha and Hosso 
was assumed. In fact, by the end of the Nara period, Kusha was formally 
absorbed by its Mahayanistic partner. Following Dharmapalas line of Yoga¬ 
cara, Hosso recognizes eight levels of consciousness: the five extrospective 
and one introspective sensory forms of awareness, a delusionary egocentric 
consciousness that must ultimately be disengaged, and a transpersonal 
store consciousness that serves as the ground of all experience If the 
tainting action of the seventh consciousness can be eliminated, the eighth 
consciousness will be purified and enlightenment attained. Hosso enjoyed 
somew at more success than Sanron as a religious sect and it continues 
today with about fifty thousand Japanese followers. Like Sanron, however, 
osso s primary impact has been philosophical. The analysis of experience 
or consciousness as well as the assumption of a pure ground to the mind or 
teart have continued as major themes in the history of Japanese thought. 

The sixth of the formally recognized Nara schools'is Kcgon, a school 
erived from the Chinese Hua-yen school. The central scripture of the tra¬ 
dition is the Chinese translation of the Avatamsaka Sutra. Kegon is marked 
r y 1CS ,‘? tnCate and comprehensive systems of classification analyzing the 
lour different realms of the dharma, the ten kinds of relationships, the five 
divisions of the Buddhist teachings, the ten stages leading to enlighten¬ 
ment, and so forth. Despite this complexity, the central teaching of the 
school with relation to dharmas is simple and striking. Kegon maintains a 
harmonious view of the totality of existence in which each dharma has its 
own individual place, yet is also an inseparable part of the whole. A favored 
metaphor is that of Indra’s net. The universe is compared to a vast net and 
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each dharma is a gem at the inter¬ 
section of the ropes. Though each 
dharma is an individual, it has an 
infinite number of facets, each 
reflecting one of the other jewels 
or dharmas. Hence, the image 
suggests all-in-one and one-in-all. 
This is the realm of the deepest 
insight: the interpenetration of 
thing with thing (jiji-muge ). It is 
noteworthy that Kegon considers 
this view more profound than that 
of the interpenetration of principle 
(or substratum) with thing (riji- 
muge). This means that Kegon 
ultimately rejects any ontological 
or epistemological transcendence; 
the world of things, just as it is, is 
the realm of enlightenment. 
Though Kegon has always been 
deeply respected by the Japanese 
as one of the pinnacles of Hast 
Asian thought, it did not win a 
popular following in Japan, proba¬ 
bly because its teachings were so 
complex and its religious practices 
not as distinctive and original as 
its philosophy. Kegon still exists 


today as a religious sect, but it is only slightly larger than Hosso, 

The six Nara schools played a critical role in introducing Japan to Bud¬ 
dhist theories about such topics as impermanence, the nature of conceptu¬ 
alization, the analysis of the mind, and the harmony of concrete things. To 
the people of Nara Japan itself, the effect of Buddhist thought was perhaps 
less dramatic than were the effects of Buddhist art, thaumaturgy, and insti¬ 


tutionalization. Yet, from our distant vantage point, we can see in Nara 
Buddhism the roots of ideas that would later dominate Japanese thought. 
Going beyond the myths of proto-Shinto and the social mores of Confu¬ 
cianism, the ancient Japanese found in Buddhism a concern for the analy¬ 
sis of reality, whether that reality be ultimately grounded in metaphysical 
principles or in the mind, whether it be transcendent or immanent. In this 
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respect, Nara Buddhist philosophy familiarized the Japanese with a new 
vocabulary and introduced a new critical methodology for understanding 
themselves and their world. 


The Impact of Buddhism on Religious Practice 

In examining the institutional and philosophical features of Nara Bud¬ 
dhism, our focus was primarily on developments within the capital. That is, 
wc have considered Buddhism thus far as primarily an urban development. 
Itr the mountains, however, Buddhism had a cjuite different significance, 
and we cannot fully understand the spirituality of the Nara period without 
considering the religious traditions that were thriving there. 

We have already mentioned that the ancient Japanese were interested in 
thaumaturgical powers. To them, the mountains were a place of ascetic 
training and magico-religious practices, as well as the home of various for¬ 
est spirits and powerful kami. Thus, it is not surprising that while Buddhist 
philosophy made its way to the city, Buddhist asceticism moved into the 
mountains. In the Nara period, there were the predecessors of what would 
eventually be known as the yamabushi (mountain ascetics) and the practi¬ 
tioners of shugendo (a form of Buddhist-Shinto syncretism combined with 
mountain asceticism that exists even today). 

An important center for such practices was the area of Yoshino, a moun¬ 
tainous region adjoining the Yamato plain in which Nara is located. Locat¬ 
ed in Yoshino was Hisosan-ji, a central temple for the influential Jinenchi 
(“natural wisdom") school. This was not one of the six formally recognized 
schools of Nara, but neither was it viewed as heretical. Hisosan-ji was in 
fact used as a retreat center by some of the major leaders of the six Nara 
schools. Gomyo (749-834) of the Hosso school, Tao-hstian (699—757) of 
the Ritsu and Kegon, and Doji (674—744) of the Sanron were regular visi¬ 
tors. Masters of thaumaturgy, probably including the Dokyo who so 
entranced Empress Koken, used to go on retreat in the mountains periodi¬ 
cally in order to renew their powers. This phenomenon can be correlated 
with the fact that the six Nara schools themselves seemed to be mainly cen¬ 
ters of scholarship rather than religious practice. That is, even the promi¬ 
nent leaders of the six established schools looked to the mountain traditions 
for much of their religious discipline. This leads us to interpret Nara spiri¬ 
tuality as having two separate, but interrelated, foci of religious activity: 
the institutional, philosophical schools of the capital and the ascetic, thau¬ 
maturgical, shamanistic cults of the mountains. This latter focus merits our 
further consideration. 
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The early mountain cults are generally called today either "miscellaneous 
esotericism” ( zomitsu) or "ancient esotericism” (Jkomifsu ). This terminology 
serves to distinguish them from the highly systematic "esoteric teaching" 
( mikkyo) starting in the Heian period, but at the same time recognizes the 
two to be phases of a single tradition. Precisely because of their esoteric 
nature, many of the practices of these ancient mountain religions were 
transmitted orally and scholars have to rely on scattered documentation. 
Yet a few general features of the tradition are clear. The basic tenet of the 
Jinenchi group, for example, seems to have been that the mind has innate, 
generally unrealized, capacities which can be developed through special 
meditations, visualization practices, and incantations. Through such tech¬ 
niques, the mind is supposed to be opened to deeper possibilities, that is, 
the latent wisdom can naturally manifest itself. Kukai (774—835), founder 
of the esoteric Shingon school, undertook the practice of these techniques 
just after the end of the Nara period. By his own account, he retreated into 
the mountains of Yoshino to chant a sacred incantation (dharant) one mil¬ 
lion times. As the result of such a practice, he expected to be able to mem¬ 
orize and interpret any passage from any Buddhist scripture. This example 
shows to what extent even intellectual growth was attached to thaumatur- 
gical practice. 

The mountains were the home of kami and the locale for various puri¬ 
fication rites. According to the proto-Shinto myths recorded in the Kojiki , 
rocks, rivers, and trees had genealogies and they were once able to speak 
and move about. Given this context, it is not surprising that a romanticized 
view of nature appears in the poetry of the Nara period. In the Man’ydshu , 
for instance, the poems often assume a sentimental, even spiritual, bond 
between the human and natural worlds. It is likely, therefore, that from the 
earliest years after the appearance of Buddhism in Japan, Buddhist spiritu¬ 
al training was practiced in the mountains alongside ancient indigenous 
practices. Taoist prognostication and alchemical rites were undoubtedly 
practiced as well. There was very little philosophical systemization among 
these mountain religions, but they did coalesce around a series of common 
assumptions. The mountain practitioners generally agreed that insight 
derives mainly from a self-imposed religious discipline rather than from 
philosophical study. Second, they assumed that living in proximity to the 
primitive, natural world yielded spiritual benefits that could not be found 
in sophisticated city life. Third, they believed there was an awesome spiri¬ 
tual power latent in the mind and in the physical forces of nature. 

This last point brings us back to the issue of thaumaturgy as constitut¬ 
ing part of the rationale for institutionalizing Buddhism in the capital. As 
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we now see, the thaumaturgy so admired in the court was cultivated in, and 
derived from, the mountain traditions of such places as Yoshino. Thus we 
cannot, in the final analysis, separate our consideration of the institutional¬ 
ization of Buddhism in the city from the development of ascetic cults in the 
mountains. In this respect, we need a more holistic view of Nara spiritual¬ 
ity, which can grasp how the single phenomenon of Buddhism simultane¬ 
ously affected three dimensions of the culture: its institutions, its philoso¬ 
phy, and its religious practice. The key to Nara Japan’s response to Bud¬ 
dhism lies in the fact that the culture was still in a formative stage. The ten¬ 
uous sovereignty of the emperor faced the internal peril of unreliable, pow¬ 
erful clans, and the external threat of the military power of T’ang China. To 
minimize the awareness of its fragility, it was in the interest of the court to 
present the image of a burgeoning, prosperous, and stable society. The 
national temple system, the forging of the great Buddha, the writing of his¬ 
torical chronicles; the anthologization of poetry, and even the very layout of 
a grand, permanent capital were all part of a (perhaps only semiconscious) 
public relations program. 

The imperial support of the scholarly, literate, philosophical schools of 
Nara also fits into this scheme. It may have been that the abstruse doctrines 
were only fully understood by the foreign specialists and a few gifted 
Japanese scholars, but the very fact that Japan could recognize and accept 
such a high level of foreign thought was a cultural accomplishment earning 
international prestige. This is not to say that Nara culture was a sham, a 
superficial attempt to cloak a primitive society in the trappings of high civ¬ 
ilization. Yet much of Nara Japan’s cultural accomplishment was admit¬ 
tedly imitative rather than autochthonous, a public posturing rather than a 
creative form of self-expression. The court accepted Buddhism as part of its 
image of refinement. As a sign of its wealth and power, it invested its 
resources in Buddhist artifacts: sculpture, architecture, painting, music, 
and ritual. For the more profound marks of Japanese spirituality, we must 
look up from the city into the mountains. 

In the mountains, far away from the public relations image of the Nara 
court, a distinctive form of Japanese religious consciousness could flourish. 
There the various traditions of spiritual discipline, whether native or for- 
eign, could meet on common ground outside the realm of governmental 
regulation, with no need for official ordination platforms or formal recog¬ 
nition of schools. Undoubtedly, these mountain groups included many of 
the misfits from the city: those who could not live in a lawful society, those 
who were mad or obsessed with the black arts, and those who simply want¬ 
ed to run away. But they also included genuine spiritual aspirants who 
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wished to leave the regulations of Nara society, in order to impose on them¬ 
selves a more demanding regimen, those whose desire for spiritual cultiva¬ 
tion could not be fulfilled in the climate of political intrigue and urban dis¬ 
traction, and those who retreated into the mountains so that they could 
confront themselves. Such were the true spiritual Buddhists of the time, 
and to its credit, the Nara court recognized their charisma, even if only in 
the form of thaumaturgy. 

Technically speaking, these mountain groups were not identifiably Bud¬ 
dhist at all. The practices were often followed without any clear commit¬ 
ment to Buddhist doctrine and there were many syncretistic practices 
whose origins cannot be definitively traced. Herein we find another dual¬ 
ism of the Nara period: the city had the Buddhist doctrines without any 
clearly defined practice, while the mountains had the practices without any 
clearly defined doctrine. Obviously, what was needed was a merging of the 
mountain spirituality with the city’s philosophy. The practices could then 
be framed in Buddhist terms and the doctrines could be given a practice 
through which they might be directly experienced and lived. Without this 
synthesis, Japanese Buddhism would always be divided. As long as the 
mountain practices lacked a systematic philosophy, the urbanites would see 
them as nothing more than thaumaturgy. As long as the Nara schools 
lacked a commitment to spiritual practice, the mountain ascetics would see 
them as merely academic enterprises. 

During the Nara period, the great synthesis never occurred, but at the 
end of the era, Saicho was living in a hermitage on Mount Hiei and Kukai 
was living in the mountains of Yoshino. These two were to become respec¬ 
tively the founder of Japanese Tcndai Buddhism and the founder of Japan¬ 
ese Shingon Buddhism, the two great religious developments of the ensu¬ 
ing Heian era. It is an important fact that both acquired their initial spiri¬ 
tual insight during mountain retreats. Next they went to China to study 
doctrine. Upon returning to Japan, they critically evaluated the systems of 
thought and practice for all the known schools of Buddhism, and eventual¬ 
ly institutionalized their schools in comprehensive mountain monasteries 
where doctrine and practice were intimately related. Furthermore, both 
Tendai and Shingon developed their own esoteric teachings (jnikkyo) into 
consistent systems. In so doing, they fulfilled the promise of Nara spiritu¬ 
ality not only by correlating Buddhist practice and thought, but also by 
integrating thaumaturgy into religion, thereby giving wonder-working a 
legitimate place within Japanese Buddhism. Thus, Heian Buddhism, 
indeed later Japanese Buddhism in general, developed out of a synthesis of 
Nara elements. 


156 


III. The Japanese Transformation of Buddhism 

Royall Tyler 


A LTHOUGH buddhism entered Japan long ago, its foreignness has 
often been an issue. At times in Japanese history, Buddhism has 
been accused outright of being alien; while at others, devout 
Buddhists have lamented the gap that separated them from the 
Buddha’s land and time. Thus the “Japanization” of Buddhism has been a 
perennial concern. 

Of course Japanese Buddhism, like Japanese baseball, inevitably acquired 
a flavor of its own. But what does “Japanization” really refer to? The mat¬ 
ter can be approached in various ways. One may ask what Buddhism the 
Japanese received, and what this same Buddhism would have become else¬ 
where. Unfortunately such questions are exceedingly difficult to answer. By 
the time Buddhism reached Japan in the mid-sixth century c.E. it was 
roughly a thousand years old, had permeated most of Asia, and was thor¬ 
oughly diverse. Moreover, having lived long and traveled far, it had learned 
to address the varied religious needs of whole peoples: for example, the 
need for answers to ultimate questions, the need for appealing objects of 
faith, and the need for protection from misfortune. Many styles and levels 
of Buddhism entered Japan even in early times. 

Another approach, adopted by some influential Japanese scholars, is to 
celebrate the profundity of Buddhist philosophical texts and the deep spir¬ 
itual impulses that must have prompted their composition. Such scholars 
then go on to observe early Buddhist Japan, and to draw from what they 
find pessimistic conclusions about the Japanese national character. One 
reads pained references to “this-worldly benefits” or to “magic and incanta¬ 
tion. Yet considering what practical religion has generally been around tiie 
world, this criticism may be unfair. Surely Japanization is not really syn¬ 
onymous with degradation. 

Another school of thought applauds subsequent developments as welcome 
expressions of the native genius. The Heian period (794—1185) witnessed 
the achievements of such great monks as Kukai (774—835), the Shingon 
founder, and Saicho (767-822), the founder of Japanese Tendai. Writers 
may evoke these in terms of the rise of a properly Japanese Buddhism. Then 
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in the Kamakura period (1 185—1333) there arose the Buddhist schools 
which are still so prominent in modern Japan: the exclusive Pure Land 
teaching of Honen (1133-1212) and Shinran (1173—1262); Zen; and the 
often intransigent Buddhism of Nichiren (1222—1282). It is not surprising 
that certain aspects of these have been called not only unique, but also 
uniquely Japanese, yet this Japaneseness, however intensely.felt, is hard to 
prove. The terms of the argument elude satisfactory definition. 

The approach I shall take to the theme of Japanization here is a straight¬ 
forward one. Like other peoples absorbed in an originally foreign religion, 
the Japanese naturally incorporated Buddhism into their own world. 
Japanization in this sense corresponds to the process which, elsewhere, 
made a pilgrimage center out of Le Puy or Santiago de Compostela, or set 
a painted nativity scene in a medieval French landscape. That is to say, its 
motive is universal, although its precise forms depend inevitably on acci¬ 
dents of history and geography. 

The Early Period 

Buddhism officially reached the Japanese court from Korea in either 538 or 
552 C.E. Though it encountered some initial resistance, by the early seventh 
century it seems to have been firmly established. Backed by all the weight 
of continental civilization, Buddhism enjoyed a prestige which is nowhere 
more visible than in the famous dedication of the Great Buddha of Todai- 
ji in 752. Emperor Shomu’s vision of a nationwide network of temples, cen¬ 
tered on Todai-ji, was significant both politically and religiously. It certain¬ 
ly represented a major effort to incorporate Buddhism into the fabric of 
Japanese life. 

Meanwhile, monks like the charismatic preacher Gyoki (668—749) were 
spreading Buddhist faith among the people. Since Gyoki taught without 
official approval, his activities remained illegal until he became simply too 
famous for the government to condemn. This gives added significance to 
his enthusiasm, and that of others like him. The lives of such men show that 
already by the eighth century Buddhism had become a powerful force at all 
levels, official or unofficial, of Japanese civilization. Moreover, in those days, 
monks who were active among the people did not spread only religion. 
They built roads, bridges or reservoirs, and they brought to the provinces 
knowledge of such fields as architecture and medicine. Buddhism was then as 
modern as the ideas of Voltaire and Diderot in eighteenth-century Europe. 

And what of the native Japanese deities, known as kami? In these early 
centuries, they too were understood to be awed (like the humans) by the 
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excellence of the Buddhist teaching, and moreover appalled by the baseness 
of their own condition. A late eighth-century document relates how a monk 
erected a large buddha-image at a certain kami's shrine. The kami then 
spoke through a medium and said, “For countless kalpas I committed grave 
sins, and so was rewarded by birth into the kami- realm. Now I wish to take 
refuge in the Three Treasures, in order to rid myself of my kami- body.” This 
kami, and other similar ones, felt himself to be miserably unenlightened. 
No doubt his attitude was continuous with that of many forward-looking 
humans of the time—people who, in the presence of the Buddhist teaching 
and all it represented, felt their land to be hopelessly backward and provin¬ 
cial. Kami like this would ask to be helped along the path by such typical¬ 
ly Buddhist gestures of devotion as the copying of sutras, the making of 
buddha-images, and the building of temples. In this spirit began the sym¬ 
biosis of Buddhism and Shinto which remained characteristic of Japanese 
religion until the modern era. 

Already in this early period, the Japanization of Buddhism can be seen 
also in a growing tendency to buddhicize” the Japanese landscape. Certain 
monks from the great, government-sponsored institutions spent time on 
retreat at smaller temples in the mountains, where they did practices and 
encountered divine manifestations not necessarily to be found in the best 
canonical texts. Their experiences helped to deepen the roots of Buddhism 
in Japan. Other monks, roaming the land, “opened” countless sacred 
mountains to Buddhist influence: first by climbing them, then by erecting 
temples on them. Each such “opener of the mountain” obtained the per- 
ssion and the support of the local mountain ka? 7 ii. An outstanding exam- 
P e is En no Gyoja (d. 700?), who subjugated the aboriginal powers of the 
Omine mountains, established there instead an obviously tantric-style deity 
peculiar to the place, and so opened this important range to centuries of 
ascetic practice deeply colored by Buddhism. 


Exoteric-Esoteric Buddhism 

As the centuries passed, Japanese Buddhists naturally gathered confidence 
in their collective mastery of the tradition. At first a text or a practice was 
valued to the extent that it was approved by the best continental teachers 
to whom the Japanese had access. In time, however, the Japanese built up 
their own body of writings, which came to stand as an intermediate author¬ 
ity between Japanese Buddhism and its ultimately continental sources. 
Hosso scholars, for example, might cite the works of Zenju (723-797) or 
Gomyo (750-834); Tendai scholars those of Saicho or Annen (841—ca. 890). 





19. Eleven-faced Kannon, Kamakura Period, Japan. 
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This growing body of Japanese Buddhist writings is an aspect of Japani- 
zation. So are the lengthening lines of succession to the major Buddhist 
establishments in Japan; and the development of subsects (“streams") with¬ 
in the main Buddhist schools, each with its own Japanese founder and its 
own history on Japanese soil. 

Another important facet of Japanization was the rise of "exoteric-esoteric 
Buddhism {kenmitsu bukkyo) , a style of Buddhism that no doubt owed 
more to historical circumstance than to the Japanese national character. 
This term, useful now to describe the phenomenon, was never official. People 
then spoke of the different schools then current in Japan (Shingon, Tendai, 
Hosso, etc.); or, more typically, of the traditions of different temples (Mt! 
Koya, Mt. Hiei, Kofuku-ji, etc.). In truth, however, most Buddhist institu¬ 
tions in the Heian period, whatever their announced “school,” practiced a 
form of kenmitsu bukkyo. This “exoteric-esoteric Buddhism” was a combination 
of esoteric Buddhism (mikkyo.) and one form or another of “exoteric” Bud¬ 
dhism, such as the Lotus Sutra tradition of Tendai (Mt. Hiei) or the Yogacara 
tradition of Hosso (Kofuku-ji). Esoteric-exoteric fusion no doubt began in 
the Nara period, when esoteric texts and practices first entered Japan. 

owever, it really blossomed in Heian times, after Kukai and Saicho, when 
esotenctsm penetrated Japanese Buddhism. Nevertheless, esoteric and exo- 
tenc Buddhism do not fit together very well. Perhaps not only historical 
precedent but also the sheer incompatibility of the two made it urgent con¬ 
stantly to affirm their unity (doitsu)— a unity impossible to grasp in terms 

( ^ j ■ rate ’ tbe * r Paradoxical relationship is perhaps related to that 

ostered in kenmitsu bukkyo between the buddhas and the native kami. 


Shinto-Buddhist Syncretism 

The kami , who were once suffering sentient beings hungry for enlighten- 

me ?c’^u Se dUr ! nS thC He ‘ an period t0 be re P resen tatives of enlightenment 
itself This evolution parallels the rising self-confidence of Japan as a Bud¬ 
dhist country. In the process the kami were assisted by their devotees, who 
showered them with Buddhist attentions. Hachiman, a supremely important 
eity who, among other things, protected Todai-ji, claimed in 783 the title 
o^ bodhisattva. Other major deities later did the same. There also grew up 
an understanding that such kami wer t gongen ("provisional manifestations” 
or avatars ) of the great Buddhist deities. For example an inscription dated 
1011 identifies the Omine mountain deity as a gongen of Sakyamuni. 

The concept of gongen is closely related to that of a kami as the suijaku 
( trace manifested below”) of a particular buddha or bodhisattva. The Buddhist 
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deity in question is then called the bonji (“original ground or source ) of 
that kami . The terms bonji and suijaku come from Tendai commentaries on 
the Lotus Sutra, but this meaning of them is special to Japan. It is hard to 
tell when the honji-suijaku interpretation of the relation between buddhas 
and kami began. The evidence of art (primarily Buddhist images connected 
with shrines) suggests a much earlier period than can be proven from writ¬ 
ten records. However, it is clear that honji-suijaku links became common af¬ 
ter about 1100. By the thirteenth century they were routine. All kami of 
any importance were understood to manifest on this earth the enlighten¬ 
ment of a certain buddha or bodhisattva. Not that kami and buddhas were 
ever confused with each other. The two were served in separate establish¬ 
ments and their fundamental rituals were quite different. However, the 
intimate relationship between them was plainly visible not only in the 
Buddhist rites performed expressly for the kami , but also in the Buddhist 
temples associated with all important shrines. In many cases the temple 
wholly dominated the shrine and its staff of specialized priests. Under such 
circumstances both “Shinto” and “Buddhism” become somewhat unsatis¬ 
factory terms. Certain Buddhist images, iconographically quite normal, can 
be identified thanks to inscriptions or other evidence as being actually the 
portraits of specific kami. 

A key issue in this syncretistic mode of faith was to determine authorita¬ 
tively the bonji counterpart of a kami; for then the kami s true nature 
could be correctly grasped. Where did such knowledge come from? Most 
commonly, apparently, from divinely inspired dreams. Thus, for instance, 
Nichizo, a tenth-century monk, visited a certain shrine with the purpose of 
discovering the bonji of the kami. The account states: 

There was a violent thunderstorm and darkness fell. Then a voice from inside 

the sanctuary said, "The Buddha Bibashi.” The awed Nichizo went orwar 

and came before an ancient man who had the face of a child. 

The Bibashi (S. Vipas'yin) of this fairly early example never had wide¬ 
spread appeal. Nor did Fukukenjaku (S. Amoghapasa), identified unti t e 
twelfth century as the bonji of another important kami. In time, such ear y 
bonji became obsolete and were replaced as appropriate by currently major 
Buddhist deities. In the late twelfth century, for example, an inspired mon 
heard a voice from the sky proclaim that Sakyamuni, not Fukukenjaku, was 
the bonji of the kami just mentioned. Other popular bonji were Amida (S. 
Amitabha), Dainichi (S. Mahavairocana), or various forms of Kannon (S. 
Avalokitesvara). 
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The significance of such ^w/'-buddha links was that the kami made 
enlightenment accessible to ordinary beings in Japan—beings to whom the 
unmediated Buddhist deities might seem too awesome or remote. Not that 
the Buddhist deities had no direct cult of their own. Thousands of temples 
were dedicated to them, and some among these temples were the object of 
popular pilgrimages. Pious people, or people in distress, turned as a matter 
of course to Amida, for example, or to the various forms of Kannon. In fact 
the implantation of Kannon in the Japanese landscape, often on mountains, 
is itself an aspect of the Japanization of Buddhist faith. But it is particularly 
with reference to the kami that one reads in countless writings how the eter¬ 
nal Buddha "tempers his light” and "mingles with the dust" in order to let 
sentient beings conceive the aspiration to enlightenment. Thus the com¬ 
passionate Buddhist deities were universally understood to infuse with the 
purest truth, through the kami, the nobler features of the otherwise 
benighted Japanese world. 

This world was benighted particularly because Japan was so far from the 
place where the living Buddha taught, and so far from the Buddhas time. 
Japanese Buddhists never forgot this distance, and the thought of it 
inspired two opposing attitudes: despair over the gulf between Japan and 
the source of the Buddhist teaching, and confidence that the true teaching 
shone abundantly in Japan itself. Both attitudes found vivid expression in 
the works of a scholar-monk famous for his defense of kenmitsu bukkyo 
against the exclusive Pure Land pietism that first emerged during his life¬ 
time. This was Jokei (Gedatsu Shonin, 1155-1213), of Kofuku-ji in Nara. 
Jokei wrote: 

Persons like myself, in a small land and in the latter age [of the Law] are not 
born so as to meet the living [Shaka, i.e. Sakyamuni]; nor do we go to see his 
holy places. For us, the Teaching of Lord Shaka is as though delivered in vain. 

Yet Jokei found consolation in his own “small land,” precisely thanks to 
the Kasuga kami who protected Kofuku-ji. Jokei was deeply devoted to this 
kami, whose sacred hill is near the temple, and wrote movingly of his trust 
in the kami s living power. Acknowledging the kami 's standing as a 
tiodhisattva (claimed by the kami in an oracle of 937), Jokei exclaimed, 
Shall I then—low, evil and ignorant as I am—declare him an unworthy 
guide? He next invoked a still higher inspiration: this complex kami 's five 
honji: “Yet how much more worthy,” he wrote, “are his inwardly realized 
sources Shaka, Yakushi, Jizo, Kannon, and Monju!” In fact, for Jokei and 
for others of his time, the Kasuga kami 's sacred hill was a multiple paradise, 
where the paradises of Sakyamuni, Miroku (S. Maitreya), Kannon, Monju 
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(S. Manjus'ri), and others could be found, as it were superimposed on one 
another. In this the hill was not at all unique, for many others in Japan were 
understood likewise to be paradises, thanks to their own, local kami. Thus 
Jokei could look forward to being welcomed at last into this paradise which 
was at once peculiar to the Kasuga kami , and as universal as the Buddhist 
teaching itself. He wrote: 

When the moment [of my death] comes, [the kami} will appear in my room, 
filling me, body and mind, with his deep peace.... The relics I have will then 
reveal anew their wonders, and the True Teaching in which 1 take refuge will 
confer on me its power. Already Sakyamuni ... and Miroku... appear in wel¬ 
come before my eyes. 

Such words convey vividly how urgent it was to affirm Japan, too, as a 
land sanctified by the Buddha’s full manifestation; for the alternative was 
to dwell on Japan’s insignificance and spiritual poverty. Of course, not all 
monks felt the dilemma so keenly. Jokei was far from alone, however, and 
it may be said that his faith sums up perfectly the spirit of Shintd-Buddhist 
syncretism. This syncretism remained integral to the common fund of 
Japanese Buddhist lore, at the most popular level, until the absolute sepa¬ 
ration of Shinto and Buddhism were decreed by the Meiji government in 
the early 1870s. 

Meanwhile, in Jokei’s own time and shortly after, there arose the three 
new types of Buddhism already mentioned: Zen, exclusive Pure Land faith, 
and the teachings of the fiery Nichircn. None of the three were much con¬ 
cerned with the kami. The first two certainly had a Japanese coloring, but 
in claiming universal validity they refused to attach any importance to the 
tension that monks like Jokei had felt so keenly. On the other hand, 
Nichiren, acutely aware of the dilemma, was inspired to declare Buddhism 
dead in India, and to affirm Japan as the new center of living Buddhism. In 
fact, toward the end of his life he declared himself the one true voice of the 
eternal Sakyamuni. In this he gave the theme of Japan as an enlightened 
land perhaps its most extreme expression. 


- 20 - 

Heian Period 


I. Saicho 

Umehara Takeshi 


T hose HGURES IN the history of Japanese Buddhism who exerted 
a great influence on posterity through the new sects they founded 
are chiefly grouped in the ninth and in the twelfth to thirteenth 
centuries, which are the major turning points in Japanese Buddhist 
history. Named after the political centers of their times, the new Buddhism 
that replaced Nara Buddhism in the ninth century is called Heian Buddhism, 
and the movements that emerged in the twelfth century are called Kama- 
ura Buddhism. Saicho (767-822), posthumously known as Dengyo 
Daishi, along with Kukai (Kobo Daishi, 774-835), is one of the founders of 
Heian Buddhism, which differs from the old Nara schools in two respects. 

First, Nara Buddhism was an urban religion, based almost exclusively in 
the capital. In opposition to this model, Heian Buddhism chose the moun¬ 
tain retreat as its headquarters. Saicho made Mount Hiei his base for Bud¬ 
dhist practice. This was quite a remote place at the time, as the capital was 
still located in Nara. Kukai, for his part, chose the distant Mount Koya as 
his headquarters, even though he approached the emperors and propagat¬ 
ed his teaching in Kyoto, the new capital. The mountain retreat had a dou¬ 
ble significance for Japan s Buddhists. On the one hand it was seen as a 
place of purity far from the corruption of human society, and one who had 
not practiced asceticism for a long time in such a place of purity could not 
become a real Buddhist. But there was another reason for their choice: to 
the Japanese, from of old the mountain forest had been the abode of the 
spirits of the dead, a sacred place. 

The second difference between Heian and Nara Buddhism is that, while 
the Nara schools relied on the s'astras, the commentaries on Buddhist teaching 
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composed by Nagarjuna, Vasubandhu, 
and other Indian patriarchs, Heian 
Buddhism made the sutras themselves 
the core of its teaching, the Lotus Sutra 
in Saicho’s case and the Mahavairo- 
cana Sutra (Dainicbikyo) in Kukai’s. 

This shift from sastra Buddhism to 
sutra Buddhism spelled a real trans¬ 
formation ol the religion. 

Saicho is said to have been born in a 
village of the Shiga district at the foot 
of Mount Hici in 767 and to have 
belonged to the Mitsu-no-obito clan, 
of Chinese immigrant origin. His per¬ 
sonal name was Hirono. He left home 
at fourteen, and in 785, aged seven¬ 
teen, he received initial ordination as a 
shami. In 787 he received full formal ordination, the license to act as a Bud¬ 
dhist priest, but he soon withdrew alone to Mount Hiei, to enter on a life 
entirely consecrated to asceticism and contemplation. In the written vows 
he composed, on this occasion Saicho describes himself as the most foolish 
among the foo'ish, the maddest among the mad. Here and now, he vows to 
make every effort to realize five wishes aroused in him by his faith, and to 
extend the merit for this to all people: 

1. As long as I am unable to raise the six internal bases (indriya) oi sight, 
hearing, smell, taste, touch, and thought to a state of purity like the Bud¬ 
dha’s, I shall perform no good deeds on behalf of other people. 

2. As long as I am unable to obtain a mind radiant with truth, I shall prac¬ 
tice no skill or art. 

3. As long as I do not perfectly put into practice the pure life according to 
the precepts, I shall not take part in any of the functions o a temp e 
officiant. 

4. As long as I have not attained a mind full of wisdom, I shall not become 
involved in any worldly relationship; however, after coming to a state 
resembling purity of the six bases, these restrictions on my activity wi e 
ended. 

5. The merits I gather by ascetic practice in this world will not be for my own 
benefit only, but will be extended to all, so that absolutely everyone may 
attain to highest enlightenment. 1 

The young Saicho’s earnestness in seeking the path is apparent throughout 
this document, written at a time when Nara Buddhism had reached an 
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21. Chapter 5 of the Lotus Sutra, late Hcian Period. 


extreme pitch of corruption. The reliance of successive emperors on Bud¬ 
dhism produced many corrupt priests, who sought their own interests and 
cultivated their connections with power. Dokyo, in particular, won the 
favor of Empress Koken (r. 749-758 and 764-770) and the title of Imper¬ 
ial Priest. He seized both secular and religious authority to himself, and exert¬ 
ed it in a tyrannical way. With the death of the Empress, Dokyo lost his 
position, but Nara Buddhism was not in a condition to recover quickly 
from the shock he had inflicted on it. 

Though ordained in Nara’s Todai-ji temple, the young Saicho had retired 
from the world to Mount Hiei, fleeing the degenerate Buddhism of the cap¬ 
ital in order to erect a new, purified, and rigorous Buddhism. However, by 
an ironic twist of fate, this young anchorite was soon to leap into eminence 
as the man of his times. Emperor Kanmu (r. 781-806) felt that to save pol¬ 
itics from the stranglehold of a corrupt Buddhism it was necessary to move 
the capital from Nara. In 784, the third year of his reign, he moved the cap¬ 
ital to Nagaoka, and when this proved to be unsuccessful he finally moved 
the capital to the site of present-day Kyoto in 794. Saicho is reported to 
have met Emperor Kanmu for the first time in the year of this second mov¬ 
ing of the capital. The Emperor seems to have been deeply impressed by 
this young priest who had shown his uprightness and seriousness of purpose 
by choosing headquarters as far as possible from the corruption of Nara 
Buddhism—on Mount Hiei, just to the east of the new capital. In 797 the 
Emperor made Saicho one of the Naigubusd , or court priests, and in the 
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following year Saicho is said to have given ten lectures on the Lotus Sutra , 
to which many scholar priests were summoned from Nara. Thus through 
the unexpected patronage of the Emperor, the unknown young monk had 
suddenly become famous. 2 

In 804 Saicho traveled to T ang China as an official visiting student, and 
stayed at the headquarters of T’ien-t’ai Buddhism on Mount T ien-t ai. 
Here he was initiated into the T’ien-t’ai school by Hsing-man, a disciple ot 
the sixth (or ninth) T’ien-t’ai patriarch, Chan-jan (711—782), who had 
restored the tradition. Kukai was another member of that years party of 
legates to China, but his status differed from Saich5 s. One might say that 
Saicho was regarded as a professor, whose speedy return was required, 
whereas Kukai was treated as a brilliant research student; his instructions 
were to study in China for twenty years. In sharp contrast to Saicho s devo¬ 
tion to T’ien-t’ai, a school that had old-fashioned associations with the Sui 
period (581-618), Kukai headed immediately for the capital, Ch ang-an, 
and plunged into study of the most up-to-the-minute fashion in Buddhism 
at that time, the esoteric Shingon tradition. 

Saicho returned to Japan in 805. The death of his patron, Emperor 
Kanmu, in 806 brought a sudden change for the worse in Saicho s circum¬ 
stances. Nara Buddhism had until now been under strong pressure from 
Saicho and his imperial patron, but now it was in a position to launc a 
counterattack. Kukai returned from China two years after Saicho, an is 
presence in the capital from 809 further complicated Saicho s position. 
Saicho considered the T’ien-t’ai (Tendai) system of Chih-i (538—597) to e 
the ideal form of Buddhism, yet he saw difficulties in the exclusive propa 
gation of this doctrinally superior and morally rigorous creed. After Emper 
or Kanmu’s death the succession was eventually transferred from is son, 
Emperor Heizei (r. 806-809), to the younger brother Emperor Saga (r. 
809-823), in circumstances that gave rise to conflict among the leading 
figures. In this period of unrest, doctrine had little appeal to the min s o 
the aristocrats; they wanted instead a practical religion, which would bring 
prosperity and security to their families and defeat to their enemies. 

Saicho realized that the esoteric school was well suited to meet this 
demand, and he had heard that Kukai had brought many Tantric sutras 
back from China. He borrowed some of these texts from Kukai, and in 813 
he went to Takaosan-ji to receive the Matrix Kanjo (esoteric baptism) at 
Kukai’s hands. This brought Kukai immediate fame. A rivalry soon devel¬ 
oped between the two men, the inevitable result of their differences in 
doctrine and personality. Kukai placed Saicho’s Tendai school on a lower 
rung than esoteric Buddhism, and even beneath the Kegon school. Their 
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names, which in all probability they chose themselves, reveal the diametri¬ 
cal opposition of their personalities: Saicho means “most pure” and reflects 
his ideal of attaining the purest inward state; Kukai means “sky and sea” 
and suggests an infinitely capacious expanse of these elements, which could 
tolerate the admixture of some impurities. When Saicho’s dearest pupil, 
Taihan, went to visit Kukai and never returned, and when Kukai repeated¬ 
ly refused to lend Tantric texts for consultation, relations between the two 
were broken off. 

Just before Emperor Kanmu’s death, Saicho had obtained a subsidy from 
the imperial palace to keep two priests every year as official annual students 
of the Tendai Lotus school. To become priests, they had to receive ordina¬ 
tion either at Todai-ji or at the Yakushi temple in Shimotsuke. The Nara 
priests were naturally reluctant to grant priestly qualifications to disciples 
of Saicho, whom they saw as infringing on their vested privileges. Thus, 
after years of study and ascetic discipline under his intimate guidance, 
many of Saicho’s disciples were obliged to leave him and to submit to the 
Nara priests, in order to acquire their formal qualifications. Clearly, if the 
en ai school were ever to match Nara Buddhism in strength, an inde¬ 
pendent kaidan (platform for the transmission of the precepts, place of 
ordination) was required. Appealing for the establishment of such a plat- 
orm o strict Mahayana observance, Saicho composed three treatises, the 
ang e gakusbo shiki, in six, eight, and four parts, respectively. These were sets 
gu ations for the Tendai sect and its students. Most controversial was 
treatise in four parts, in which, in arguing for the establishment of a 
p ^- oun t Hiei s Enryaku-ji which could grant qualifications for 

p *" st 00 e quivalent to those of the Todai-ji and the Yakushi-ji, Saicho 
I ' r c ^^ rence between Hinayana and Mahayana precepts, and 

me that the platforms at the Nara temples were Hinayana platforms 
t at could not transmit the precepts needed by Mahayanists. The 
a ayana schools of Nara were still using the unchanged Hinayana rules. 

0 a ?°j m f y createc * b y defectiveness of the Nara platforms could be 
men e y a Mahayana platform that would transmit not only the 
inayana rules, 250 precepts full of purity bestowed by ten men of great 
ue as t e essential commandments, but also the precepts proper to 
a ayana, namely, the ten heavy and forty-eight light precepts granted as 
the essential ones by such figures as the Buddha and Bodhisattva ManjusrI 
rather than by mere human beings. 

Indeed, Saicho claimed, the 250 precepts, which regulated the details of 
daily life, were virtually meaningless outside their original Indian context, 
and had now become unnecessarily troublesome. He raised questions about 
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the actual practice of the priests who had received these numerous detailed 
precepts, for despite their severity the present state of Buddhism was dis¬ 
tinguished by an abundance of lax and corrupt priests. This situation called 
for a drastic simplification of the precepts. The "ten commandments” of 
Buddhism, binding on priests and laity alike, forbade killing, stealing, for¬ 
nication, lying, consumption of alcohol, use of cosmetics, attendance at 
stage spectacles, sleeping in big beds, eating outside mealtimes, and wear- 
ing gold, silver, or jewels. Saicho replaced the last five, which he saw as pre¬ 
scribing external virtue in an Indian context, with precepts directed against 
universal vices and aiming to shape an interior ethic: (1) not to speak about 
the sins of four kinds of living beings; (2) not to praise oneself and slander 
others; (3) not to nurse resentment or malice; (4) not to allow anger to lead 
to hatred; (5) not to despise the Three Jewels. The upshot of this revision is 
to direct one back to one’s true inner nature, the pure mind within the 
mind, to which merely external precepts can never bring one. It is impera¬ 
tive constantly to subject oneself to severe self-examination, practicing con¬ 
version of heart, until through this repentance one has returned to the pure 
mind that is one’s true nature. The reformative aspirations Saicho express¬ 
es here are reminiscent of those of Luther or Calvin. 

Apparently Saicho was claiming that none of the Buddhist clergy, least of 
all those at Nara, were qualified to confer precepts, and that he alone was 
so qualified. The issue was not simply a doctrinal one. The establishment of 
a platform on Mount Hiei in accordance with Saicho s claims would be a 
body blow to the privileged position of Nara and to the survival of many of 
the temples of Nara allegiance. Led by Gomyo (749-834), the supporters 
of Nara devoted all their energy to the task of refuting Saicho. Their chief 
argument was that Saicho could not substantiate his claim that pure obser¬ 
vance Mahayana platforms existed in India, China, and ancient Japan, no 
sutras provided evidence of their existence. In reply, Saicho argued from 
various sutras and from his own experience in China, but it must be admit¬ 
ted that his opponents had the stronger case, lor Indian and Chinese sources 
provide not the slightest documentary evidence for his claim, and his appeal 
to the state of things in Chinese temples seems to be based on misunder¬ 
standings. 

Moreover, the temples built in Japan by Shotoku Taishi, GyoKi 
(668-749), and others before the arrival of the Chien-chen (J. Ganjin, 
688-763X founder of Toshodai-ji in Nara, could not have been strict-obser- 
vance Mahayana temples, as Saicho claimed, for the Mahayana precepts had 
not yet been formally introduced into the country. Nevertheless, the emer¬ 
gence of a claim of this kind within Mahayana Buddhism is of profound 
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interest. As the entry of Christianity into the Germanic world brought a 
deepening of the interior dimension, culminating in the religious move¬ 
ment called Protestantism, so Buddhism, in coming to Japan, shed its pre¬ 
occupation with external laws and became a religion of interior 
self-purification through conversion of heart. 

The controversy with Nara occupied most of Saicho’s energies in his later 
years, giving rise to such works as the Shugo kokkai sbo (Defense of the 
fatherland) and Kenkairon (Clarification of the precepts). In controversy he 
had a remarkable lucidity and an ability to marshal evidence from numer¬ 
ous sutras, quite crushing his opponents. The Japanese do not enjoy con¬ 
troversy, and pitched battles between opposing viewpoints are rare in their 
history. Saicho’s thorough and uncompromising refutations are an excep¬ 
tion which one might explain by the gravity of the issues at stake; yet 
Honen, in the comparable conditions of Kamakura Buddhism, refrained 
from such exhaustive refutation. Saicho continued to address frequent 
requests for the independent platform to the Imperial Court. Permission for 
its establishment did not come 1 until a little after his death. The result of 
this elevation of Tendai Buddhism to parity with the Nara schools was 
exactly what the Nara Buddhists had feared: Tendai Buddhism from its 
basis in a mountain retreat in close proximity to the capital, together with 
Kukai s Shingon school, completely overcame the old Buddhism, now con¬ 
signed to irremediable decline. 

Saicho, like most Buddhist thinkers, had no intention to establish a new 
doctrine. His only aim was to build a stronghold of the Tendai teaching sys¬ 
tematized by Chih-i, which he saw as the most orthodox form of Buddhism. 

Central to Tendai are two doctrines. First is the theory of the Five Peri¬ 
ods and Eight Teachings. This attempted to iron out the inconsistencies 
between the innumerable sutras that had been attributed to the Buddha 
over the centuries. It did so by ascribing them to different periods between 
the Buddha s attainment of enlightenment and first teaching at the age of 
thirty-eight and his entry into final nirvana at age eighty. The theory could 
then determine which sutra enjoys primacy over the others and conveys the 
Buddha s essential message. Moved by the natural desire to clear up the 
confusion generated by the translation and importation into China of so 
many Hinayana and Mahayana sutras, Chih-i studied many of these, and after 
deep reflection divided them into five groups: the Kegon group, the Agon 
{agama) group, the expanded scriptures (vaipulya) group, the Perfection of 
Wisdom group, and the Lotus group. All of these were authentic collections 
of the Buddha’s teachings, but the last was the one in which he expounded 
his teaching directly and fully, and so it enjoyed a superior authority. 
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Second is the doctrine that “one thought is three thousand worlds.” The 
ten realms which make up this world, namely, hell, preta, animal, asura , 
human, cleva , sravaka , pratyekabuddha , bodbisattva , and buddha, are seen as 
each containing within themselves all ten realms, making up one hundred 
worlds. Each of these worlds in turn possesses the ten aspects of external 
appearance, internal characteristics, total body, inherent power, function, 
origin, conditions, resultant actuality, manifestation thereof, and interrelat¬ 
edness of the previous nine aspects. To the thousand worlds thus produced 
is added the theory of the threefold division of the universe into the world 
of the five psychophysical constituents (skandbas), subjective entity (the 
human world), and the container world (the earthly habitation of humani¬ 
ty). Thus in a fraction of a second three thousand worlds arc thought to be 
contained within the mind simultaneously. This theory, which reminds one 
of Leibniz’s monadology, acknowledges human free will and gives human 
beings the possibility of going either to hell or to the Buddha, while also 
supplying a practical imperative aiding them to turn in the latter direction. 

Saicho’s Tendai ideology shows clear affinities with the commentaries 
attributed to Prince Shotoku, which accorded primacy to the Lotus and 
Srmaladevi sutras, the only sutras in which the theory of a single vehicle 
(ekayana) is expounded. Though Buddhism begins with the direct disciples, 
the srdvakas , who attained enlightenment after hearing the voice of the 
Buddha himself, and the pratyekabuddhas, who after the Buddha’s extinction 
attained enlightenment under his influence, the Mahayana tradition saw 
the teaching of these disciples as excessively negative. These disciples had 
seen the human world as suffering, and desire as the root of suffering, and 
they had sought to extinguish this desire by a secluded life devoted to the 
precepts, meditation, and the cultivation of wisdom. In doing so, they had 
found only the standpoint of the “little vehicle.” Followers of the “great 
vehicle,” or Mahayana, adopted the standpoint of the bodhisattva, who 
comes back into the midst of suffering humanity. Bodhisattvas arc not cap¬ 
tive to desire, but neither do they fall captive to the rejection of desire. They 
perpetually live in the freedom of emptiness. 

When Mahayana became the dominant form of Buddhism in China, it 
saw the tradition from its viewpoint as falling into three forms, the Bud¬ 
dhism of sravaka , pratyekabuddha , and bodhisattva , respectively. The latter 
was superior to the other two. But the Lotus Sutra shows that a movement 
was already afoot to reunite these three into a single-vehicle Buddhism, no 
longer disqualifying followers of the two lesser paths as objects of salvation, 
but giving them a place within the general one-vehicle economy. This 
movement was inspired by a concern with unity and equality. It refused to 
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leave Buddhism in its divided state, and sought to make salvation equally 
available to all human beings. 

Saicho was not exclusively concerned with Tendai; he also made Mount 
Hiei a center for “combined study of the four learnings," the other three 
being^ Tantrism, Zen, and Vinaya. Indeed, he succeeded in making Mount 
Hiei a kind of university. Whereas, unlike Kukai, he authored no works of 
systematic doctrine, many later doctrines had their origin on Mount H* el 
and within the Tendai school. Most central among these was the incomp^' 
rable doctrine that the Buddha-nature is within all living things; the Tendon 
esoteric doctrine of Ennin (794—864) and Enchin (814—891), which diff erS 
from Shingon esotericism; the Pure Land Nenbutsu thinking developed by 
Genshin and later by Honen and Shinran; and the Zen philosophies of Eis<n 
and Dogen. Paradoxically, these fruits of Saicho’s educational enterprise 
overshadowed the Tendai school itself and led to its decline. Nichircn angrily 
rejected these flourishing sects and called for a return to the original teach- 
ing of Sakyamuni Buddha and the orthodox form of Japanese Buddhism* 
based on the Lotus Sutra. 

Saicho s choice of the mountain retreat as Buddhist headquarters pr°' 
duced a fusion between Buddhism and traditional Japanese religious sensi¬ 
bility, for which these sacred abodes of spirits were so important; this fusion 
gave rise to the Shugendo movement. The success of Pure Land Buddhism 
since the tenth century can also be attributed to the association of 
mountain abode of departed spirits with the paradise to which peopI e 
would go after death. It is clear that, irrespective of the degree to which he 
himself was an original thinker, Saicho was the Buddhist who exerted the 
greatest influence on posterity. Applying to him what Windelband says of 

ant, we may say that all previous Japanese Buddhism is summarized in 
him and that all that followed comes from him. 


Notes 

L Kiuchi Gyoo, Saicho to tendai kyodan (Tokyo: Kyoikusha, 1978) 59. 

n the institution of Lotus Sutra lectures, see Willa Jane Tanabe, “The Lotus 

^ ctures ' Hokke hakko in the Heian Period,” Monument a Nipponica 39 (19^4) 
393-407. 
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II. Kukai 

Paul B. Watt 


K ukai, OR Kobo Daishi (Great Teacher Who Spread the Dharma) 
as he is also known, occupies a unique place in Japanese histo¬ 
ry. Revered as the founder of the Shingon sect, he is also one of 
Japan’s greatest cultural leaders. 1 His activities spanned such 
varied fields as calligraphy, architecture, social welfare, public education, 
lexicography, literature and literary theory. In less than a century after his 
death, the belief began to spread that this great man had not passed away 
but lives on in a state of unceasing meditation, watching over those who 
put their faith in him and awaiting the coming of the future Buddha, 
Maitreya. From the Kamakura period (1185—1333) on, legends about him 
were transmitted throughout the country, and so thoroughly did Kukai 
capture the hearts of millions of Japanese over the centuries that, although 
the title of Great Teacher has been granted to many Buddhist masters by 
the Japanese court, it has come to refer first and foremost to him. 


Biography 

Kukai was born on the island of Shikoku in Sanuki Province at present-day 
cntsuji City.- The traditionally accepted year of his birth is 774, but there 
are ocuments that support a 773 date as well. 3 His father was Saeki Tag- 
mil, is mother came out of the Ato family. Both the Saeki and the Ato 
were prominent in the region and played important roles in the political 
an cultural life of the nation. At the age of fifteen (788), Kukai went to 
tie capital with his maternal uncle, Ato Otari, and received instruction 
rom im in the Chinese classics. Otari was a distinguished scholar and 
served as a tutor to Prince Iyo, a son of Emperor Kanmu. At eighteen, 
Ku ai entered the state university where he continued his study of the Con- 
ucian classics, especially the Book of Poetiy, the Book of History , and the 
Spring and Autumn Annals. Since Kanmu had decided to move the capital 
from Nara to Nagaoka in 784 (before settling finally in Kyoto in 794), it is 
usually assumed that Kukai was in Nagaoka during this period. 4 
Just when Kukai became seriously interested in Buddhism is uncertain, 
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but in his Indications of the Goals of the Three Teachings , completed when he 
was twenty-four, he states that after he entered the university, he met “a 
certain Buddhist monk” who showed him a scripture called the Kokuzo 
gumonji no ho . 5 The text contains a dharani , or incantation, of the same name, 
which if recited a million times endows the practitioner with miraculous 
powers of memory and understanding. Kukai had apparently become dis¬ 
satisfied with his Confucian studies and, according to the Indications , had 
concluded that Taoism, too, taught little that was of lasting significance. 
The encounter with the monk thus provided him with the stimulus he 
needed to withdraw from the university, which he did against the wishes of 
his family. Thereafter, he left the capital and, as a lay Buddhist ascetic, 
engaged in the practice of the gumonji no ho in remote areas of the country¬ 
side. In taking up the life of a wandering ascetic, Kukai joined a tradition 
of so-called shidoso , or privately ordained monks, that stood outside of the 
official ecclesiastical structure and that for decades the government had 
been attempting to bring under its control. The later success of Shingon, 
and also Tendai, was in part due to their incorporation of this strain of pop¬ 
ular Buddhism. 

There is little information on Kukai's activities from the time of his writ¬ 
ing of the Indications to his departure for China, at thirty-one. It appears 
that he continued to live as a Buddhist ascetic and that he spent time in the 
mountains of Yoshino and the Kii peninsula, south of the capital. He must 
also have read widely in Buddhist materials during these years. The Indica¬ 
tions alone reveal his acquaintance with twenty-six Buddhist texts, includ¬ 
ing such major Mahayana scriptures as the Lotus and Avatamsaka sutras, 6 
and the learning he displayed in China and in the following years confirms 
that he continued these studies. 

In this period Kukai also encountered the Tantric or Esoteric text, the 
Mahdvairocana Sutra (J. Dainichikyo). This sixth- or seventh-century Indian 
work was translated into Chinese in 725, and by 736 a copy had made its 
way to Japan. In contrast to the Tantric material that had earlier been 
brought to Japan, which stressed techniques for acquiring magical powers, 
the Mahavairocana Sutra was based upon the mature philosophy of 
Mahayana Buddhism and taught a method for the sudden attainment of 
Buddhahood. However, the type of meditation it advocated required the 
mastery of numerous mudras , or hand gestures, and dharanis (or mantras ), 
and involved the use of a mandala , or sacred diagram. Although Kukai 
sensed that this scripture represented the culmination of Buddhist teach¬ 
ings, there was much that he could not understand. He therefore set his 
mind on traveling to China in the hope of finding a teacher who could 
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answer his questions. By 803 He had officially become a Buddhist monk, 
and in 804, in spite of the fact that he was still a relatively unknown figure, 
he managed to have himself appointed to the government mission that was 
about to leave for China. 7 His intention was to remain there for twenty 
years. 

Of the four ships that set sail in 804, only ships one and two survived the 
dangerous journey. Kukai was on the first, which carried the head of the 
mission, as well as Tachibana Hayanari, who was later remembered, along 
with Kukai and Emperor Saga, as one of the three great calligraphers of 
Japan. Saicho (7.67-822), the founder of Tendai Buddhism, was on the sec¬ 
ond vessel. Thrown off course by a storm, the ambassador’s ship landed in 
the southern province of Fukien in the eighth month of 804. Unaccus¬ 
tomed to dealing with foreign envoys, the local authorities refused the 
embassy permission to land. It was not until Kukai wrote the governor of 
the province on behalf of the mission that they were treated as official rep¬ 
resentatives of the Japanese government and permitted to travel to 
Ch ang-an, which they reached ne^r the end of the twelfth month. The city 
that they found was one of the great urban centers of the world, attracting 
people from all across the Asian continent. 

By the early ninth century in China, Esoteric Buddhism had already won 
a large following that included emperors and high officials. Its systematic 
introduction had taken place nearly a century earlier. In 716 the Indian 
master Subhakarasimha (637—735) arrived in Ch’ang-an, and with the aid 
° ls Chinese disciple I-hsing (683-727) translated the Mahdvairocana 
Sutra. A second esoteric teacher, Vajrabodhi (671-741), reached Ch’ang-an 
m ^9, and he and his disciple, Amoghavajra (705-774), made partial 
trans ations of the Vajrasekhara Sutra (J. Kongochokyo )—more accurately 
re erred to as the Tattvasaingraha Sutra. These two sutras later provided the 
scriptural foundation of the Shingon sect in Japan. Although these texts 
an the meditative practices associated with them are believed to have been 
transmitted separately in India, in China, at least by the time of 
Amoghavajra s disciples, a few individuals appeared who had received both 
transmissions, the most notable of whom was Hui-kuo (746-805) of 
Ch’ing-ling-ssu, who was to become Kukai’s teacher. The Shingon sect in 
Japan^ recognizes two lineages of patriarchs, one associated with the 
Vapasekhara Sutra , the other with the A \ahdvairocana Sutra. In both lineages 
Hui-kuo is regarded as the Seventh Patriarch and Kukai as the Eighth. 

In Ch ang-an, Kukai remained with the embassy until it left for Japan in 
the second month of 805. 8 Saicho returned at that time, but Kukai stayed 
on, taking up residence at Hsi-ming-ssu, a temple where Japanese students 
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had lodged in the past. It may have been around this time that Kukai met 
Prajna and Munis'ri, two Indian monks with whom he studied Sanskrit and 
Indian religion. Prajna also gave him both Sanskrit and translated texts, 
which Kukai subsequently brought back to Japan. 

It was late in the fifth month of 805 or early in the sixth that Kukai 
finally met Hui-kuo, who immediately accepted him as a disciple, and— 
concerned over his own poor health and the fact that he had not yet desig¬ 
nated an heir—at once began Kukai’s instruction. In the sixth month, 
Kukai received the abhiseka , or ritual initiation, into the meditative tech¬ 
niques associated with the Mahdvairocana Sutra; in the seventh, he was ini¬ 
tiated into those related to the Vajrasekhara; and in the eighth month, he 
received ordination as an Esoteric Buddhist master. Hui-kuo also had 
mandalas prepared, scriptures copied, and ritual implements cast, which he 
passed on to Kukai. Noting that his disciple I-ming would carry on the tra¬ 
dition in China, he ordered Kukai to return to Japan to transmit the teach¬ 
ing there. Hui-kuo died shortly thereafter in the twelfth month of 805. 
Early in 806 Kukai was selected to compose the epitaph for Hui-kuo s 
grave, an honor that indicates the high position he held among his teacher s 
followers. After collecting further materials, Kukai, taking his dead mas¬ 
ter’s words to heart, set sail for Japan in the eighth month of 806, with the 
embassy of Takashina Tonari, which had arrived in Ch ang-an several 
months earlier. 

Kukai arrived in Kyushu in the tenth month of 806. There he composed 
the Shorai mokuroku , in which he gave a brief account of his activities in 
China, described the chief characteristics of the Esoteric Buddhism he now 
desired to teach, and listed the sutras and other items he had collected. He 
entrusted this document to Takashina as his report to the court, but he 
received no response for three years. In the interim he was obliged to 
remain in Kyushu. Although Kukai himself seems to have been concerned 
about the court’s attitude toward a monk who returned eighteen years 
ahead of schedule, it appears that political unrest in the capital and the 
great popularity Saicho then enjoyed were factors in the delay. In 809, 
Emperor Heizei (r. 806-809), a supporter of Saicho, retired and the new 
Emperor Saga ordered Kukai to move to Takaosan-ji, a temple located in 
the northern suburbs of Kyoto. At the time, Takaosan-ji, later known as 
Jingo-ji, was the center of the Kyoto Buddhist world. From 809 to 823 it 
was the main temple with which Kukai was affiliated. 

Once back in the capital, Kukai commenced a vigorous and sustained 
effort to propagate Esoteric Buddhism. He quickly forged a close relation¬ 
ship with Emperor Saga, presenting him with examples of his calligraphy 
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and performing Esoteric Buddhist rituals for the protection of the state. 
Indicative of the esteem in which Kukai rapidly came to be held, not only 
at court but also in the Nara Buddhist community, was his appointment in 
810 as betto, or administrative head, of the great Nara temple Todai-ji. Such 
appointments were made by the government in consultation with leaders 
of the Buddhist community. (In 811 Kukai was appointed betto of Otoku- 
ni-dera, located on the southern outskirts of the capital, and in 829, of 
Daian-ji in Nara.) 

Early in his Takaosan-ji period Kukai benefited from Saicho’s support as 
well. Saicho, too, had studied Esoteric Buddhism in China along with other 
Buddhist teachings, and before Kukai s return he was regarded as an 
authority on it. However, Saicho recognized Kukai’s superior knowledge 
and requested the loan of Esoteric texts and further initiations into the tra¬ 
dition. That such an eminent monk would turn to Kukai for instruction 
must have contributed dramatically to the latter’s rise. But there were lim¬ 
its to the extent Kukai felt he could meet Saicho’s appeals, and by 816 their 
relationship had collapsed. Perhaps it is not a coincidence that, in the same 
year, Kukai petitioned the court for land on Mount Koya, a spot he had vis¬ 
ited in his youth, as a place where he might establish his own center for the 
practice of Esoteric Buddhist meditation. The petition was granted, and 
while other responsibilities prevented Kukai from staying long on the 
mountain, his disciples carried on the planned construction. (During these 
years, Kukai also served as an advisor to the Emperor and as supervisor of 
repairs to the dam of Manno no Ike, a reservoir in his home province.) 

As another means of advancing the cause of Esoteric Buddhism, Kukai 
also wrote in this period the first works in which he systematically argued 
or its superiority. The Benkenmitsu nikyoron (The difference between exoteric 
and esoteric Buddhism), probably completed in 815, is the only piece that 
can be dated with any certainty, but his Sokushin jobutsu gi (Attaining 
en lg tenment in this very body), Shoji jisso gi (The meanings of sound, 
word, and reality), and Unji gi (The meanings of the word Hum) are also 
considered products of these years. 9 

After Saicho s death in 822, Kukai was unrivaled in the Japanese Bud- 
dhist community. In 823 Emperor Saga placed him in charge of To-ji, an 
official temple located at the southern entrance to the capital. Kukai imme¬ 
diately took measures to make it another Esoteric Buddhist training 
ground. In 823 he compiled the Sangakuroku, a curriculum of Esoteric 
Buddhist studies for monks who would reside at the temple. For the first 
time, the words “Shingon sect” appear in this document, and indeed in its 
original title, Shingonshu shogaku kyiiritsiiron mokuroku . l0 The new emperor, 
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Junna (r. 823—833), approved the curriculum and granted Kukai fifty stu¬ 
dents who were to follow this course of study. To further increase To-ji’s 
prestige, Kukai gathered there many of the items he had brought back 
from China. Much of this material can be seen there today, along with reli¬ 
gious artwork attributed to Kukai or completed under his direction during 
this period. 

Kukai engaged in a wide variety of activities while at To-ji. He was 
responsible for directing construction there and on Mount Koya; in 824 
and 827 he reportedly brought rain to the capital through the performance 
of Esoteric rituals; and in 828 he established the Shugeishuchi-in or School 
for Arts and Sciences, the first educational institution in Japan open to students 
without regard to social or economic status. It is thought that the diction¬ 
ary he compiled, the Tenrei bansho myogi, which is the oldest extant diction¬ 
ary in Japan, may have been used at this school. His most important 
achievement in this period, however, was his authorship of the Jfiju shi? 2 ro?i 
(Ten stages of the development of mind). Written in response to an imperi¬ 
al command that all sects submit a statement of their teachings, the work 
stands as the final summation of his thought; in it he traces the growth of 
religious consciousness from its lowest level to its full flowering in the mind 
of the Shingon practitioner. He also compiled an abridged edition of this 
work under the title Hizo hoyaku (Precious key to the secret treasury). 11 

In 831 Kukai’s health began to fail and by 832 he had withdrawn to 
Mount K5ya. His request that a Shingon chapel be provided at the palace 
was granted, and in 835 the court gave permission for three monks to be 
ordained annually on Mount Koya. Kukai died in that year and, instead of 
being cremated, was interred on the mountain, clad in his robes. 


Thought and Practice 

From his youth Kukai appears to have been engaged in a search for reli¬ 
gious truth. As he pursued that goal, his thought eventually took shape on 
a scale seldom seen in Japanese Buddhist history. The first stage of its 
unfolding is represented by the Indications of the Goals of the Three Teachings ; 
the second, by the Benkenmitsu nikyoron and other writings of the Takaosan- 
ji period; and the third, by the Juju shinron. In the Indications , a work that 
at many points more closely resembles dramatic than philosophic literature, 
the young Kukai weighed the respective claims of Confucianism, Taoism, 
and Buddhism and settled upon the last as the most profound teaching. 
This was not a repudiation of Confucianism and Taoism, for they too are 
“the teachings of the Sages”; but only Buddhism, he concluded, takes into 
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account the utter transiency of life and offers a path to release from suffer¬ 
ing that encompasses all sentient beings. 

Having cast his lot with Buddhism, Kukai was confronted with a variety 
of Buddhist teachings from which to choose. He confesses that as he stud¬ 
ied its diverse forms, he “cried many a time standing at the crossroad,” 12 
but his search came to an end when he encountered Esoteric Buddhism. 
Although a lack of material makes it difficult to determine the degree to 
which his thought is indebted to Hui-kuo, it is generally agreed that the 
system Kukai articulated in the works of the Takaosan-ji period is uniquely 
his own. In distinguishing Esoteric from exoteric Buddhism (i.e., all earlier 
forms of the religion), he stresses, first, that while exoteric Buddhism was 
taught by the historical Buddha and was adjusted to the capacity of the lis¬ 
tener, Esoteric Buddhism was taught by the ultimate Buddha “body” or 
Dharmakaya, Mahavairocana, and constitutes the final truth; and second, 
that while exoteric Buddhism held that the attainment of enlightenment 
takes an indefinite period of time, Esoteric Buddhism teaches a practice 
that leads to “the attainment of enlightenment in this very body” (sokusbin 
jobutsu). 

Behind Kukai’s first assertion lies the traditional Mahayana doctrine of 
the three bodies (trikaya) of the Buddha. Early in its history, Mahayana 
Buddhism had developed the view that the historical Buddha was a kind of 
apparition body,” or nirmanakaya , whose role was to spread Buddhist 
teachings in the temporal world. All sutras were attributed to him. 
Mahayana Buddhism further recognized the existence of certain other bud- 
dhas, the so-called “bodies of bliss” or sambhogakayas, who disclosed a fuller 
version of this message to the bodhisattvas, beings of advanced spiritual 
accomplishment. As regards the source of both of these types of Buddhas, 
the Dharmakaya or Dharma body—another name for Suchness or absolute 
truth itself—the common Mahayana position was that it did not preach 
and that nothing could be predicated about it. In contrast to this view, 
Kukai identified the Buddha Mahavairocana, the central Buddha in the 
Esoteric tradition he had inherited, with the Dharmakaya and argued that 
he in fact does preach. In the narrowest sense this preaching took the form 
of the dharanis and mantras of the Esoteric Buddhist scriptures, but Kukai 
also pointed out that, since Mahavairocana is nothing other than the body, 
speech, and mind of the universe itself, to the enlightened, the entire cos¬ 
mos is continually preaching the ultimate truth. Kukai expressed this con¬ 
ception of the universe in the doctrine of the Six Great Elements (roku- 
dai) —earth, water, fire, wind, space, and consciousness—which constitute 
all buddhas, sentient beings, and material worlds, and which also constitute 
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22. Scroll painting of Kobo Daishi, 14th century. 



23. Modern-day statue of Kobo Daishi’s legendary forgiveness of the rich miser 
who had insulted him, Emon Saburo. 
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the body and mind of Mahavairocana and exist in a state of eternal harmo¬ 
ny. 13 Mahavairocana’s speech originates from the “vibrations” of the first 
five of these elements. 14 Thus the universe is ultimately seen as Mahavairo¬ 
cana engaged in a continuous process of self-manifestation. The purpose of 
that process is understood as twofold: Mahavairocana’s own enjoyment and 
the edification of all sentient beings. From the perspective of these two pur¬ 
poses, Mahavairocana is conceived as existing in four forms: (1) as the 
Dharmakaya in the Absolute State (jisho hosshin); (2) as the Dharmakaya in 
Bliss and Participation (juyo hosshin), i.e., as it exists for its own enjoyment 
and, in the form of various buddhas, for the guidance of the bodhisattvas; 

(3) as the Dharmakaya in Transformation (henge hosshin) , i.e., as it exists for 
the guidance of ordinary people in the form of the historical Buddha; and 

(4) as the Dharmakaya in Emanation {torn hosshin), i.e., as it exists for the 
guidance of dwellers in hells and nonhuman beings. 15 

In defense of exoteric Buddhism, it has been pointed out that the doctrines 
of the T ien-t ai and Hua-yen sects imply a similar view of the universe as 
a cosmic Buddha-body and that these sects also teach that it is possible to 
attain enlightenment in this life. 16 Kukai contended, however, that while 
tieir teachings are profound these sects are deficient in the area of practice. 

at Shingon offers is not merely a vision for our contemplation, but a 
type of meditation that permits direct participation in the “innermost spir- 
ltUa ex Pcnence of the Dharmakaya, and with that, “the attainment of 
tyg tenment in this very body.” The resultant transformation of the indi- 

V1 Ua encom passes not only the mind, which the exoteric schools empha¬ 
sized, but the body as well. 

'-pi 

e aim of Shingon meditation is the realization of a preexistent union 
etween Mahavairocana s body, speech, and mind—spoken of as his Three 
ysteries (sanmitsu) because they are subtle and difficult to comprehend— 
an t e body, speech, and mind of the practitioner. Each of these points of 
correspondence is represented symbolically in Shingon meditation. The 
mil ras , which the practitioner forms with his hands, symbolize the element 
° t e ody, the dharanis and mantras , which he recites, stand for the ele¬ 
ment of Mahavairocana s speech; and the mandalas from which the objects 
o concentration are selected, represent the various forms and attendant 
states of mind in which Mahavairocana manifests himself. These manifesta¬ 
tions are most commonly portrayed as Buddhas and bodhisattvas. 

Although a variety of mandalas are used in Shingon meditation, unques¬ 
tionably the two most important are the Womb or Matrix (taizo), Mandala, 
based on the Mahavairocana Sutra; and the Diamond ( kongokai ) Mandala, 
derived from the Vajrasekhara Sutra. In Kukai’s interpretation, these 
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mandalas together represent two inseparable aspects of Mahavairocana. The 
Matrix Mandala, whose chief symbol is the Lotus, signifies his Body of Prin¬ 
ciple (rishin), or “that which is to be realized.” The Diamond Mandala, 
symbolized by the vajra or thunderbolt, represents his Wisdom Body 
(chishin), or “that which realizes.” These two aspects of Mahavairocana are 
distinguished as a conceptual expedient for the practitioner—for whom 
they also represent the practitioner’s own true nature and powers of 
insight—but Kukai repeatedly asserted that fundamentally they are non¬ 
dual (richifuni). The Shingon student is guided in his meditation by an Eso¬ 
teric Buddhist Master, who alone has the authority to transmit these intri¬ 
cate and potent meditative techniques. However, even if the student is suc¬ 
cessful in gaining an experience of union with Mahavairocana within the 
meditative context, he has not reached the final goal of his training. Kukai 
conceived of yet another form of “practice,” within the context of ordinary 
life, in which the ideal was conformity to Mahavairocana’s Three Mysteries 
in every act of body, speech, and mind. 17 

Five years before his death, Kukai wrote the Juju shinron and its summary, 
the Hizd hoyaku. Inasmuch as these works also assert the superiority of Eso¬ 
teric Buddhism, they share a common ground with the writings of the 
Takaosan-ji years. But the Juju shinron is best understood as a last and all- 
encompassing synthesis of this thought. In describing the development of 
religious consciousness in these works, Kukai begins with three non-Bud¬ 
dhist states of mind. In the first, the human being is ruled entirely by his 
basest desires; in the second, a sense of morality appears; and in the third, 
the individual cherishes the hope of rebirth in a heavenly existence. Kukai 
associates the second stage with Confucianism, and the third primarily with 
Taoism and various forms of Hinduism. 

In stages four through nine, Kukai takes up the exoteric Buddhist 
schools. The fourth and fifth are the stages of Hinayana Buddhism, in 
which the individual realizes, on the one hand, that there is no permanent 
ego and, on the other, that rebirth is due to the working of karma. The 
sixth through ninth stages cover the major Mahayana schools (Yogacara, 
Madhyamika, T’ien-t’ai, and Hua-yen). Kukai points out that, when one 
has progressed this far, “the stains covering the mind have been com¬ 
pletely removed,” 18 but it is in Shingon Buddhism, at the tenth stage, that 
we are able “to open the inner treasury and to receive the treasures there¬ 
in.” 19 While Shingon is ranked above all other teachings, the emphasis in 
this work is on the value of all prior stages of religious consciousness as 
points of departure for full enlightenment. Even the lowest stage is seen as 
carrying the seeds of Buddhahood within it. This line of argument 
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appears in earlier works, bur never as prominently as in these final master¬ 
pieces. 

The religion that Kukai taught had a powerful impact on the Japan of 
his day. Attracted by the beauty of its artwork, the air of mystery sur¬ 
rounding its rituals, and the efficacy of its magic, tlie aristocrats of the cap¬ 
ital gave Esoteric Buddhism a warm reception. Indeed, Shingon Buddhism 
was so popular among them that Saicho’s successors, in order to compete, 
hastened to push the Esoteric elements in Tendai to the fore. In the end, the 
Tendai center on Mount Hiei surpassed Mount Koya in its influence as a 
vehicle for the dissemination of Esoteric Buddhism. Nevertheless, in the 
generations after Kukai, the Shingon sect established temples throughout 
the country and gathered large numbers of adherents from among the gen¬ 
eral population as well as the aristocracy. This success was in part due to the 
appeal of the syncretism of Buddhism and Shinto which it developed. In 
Ryobu , or Dual, Shinto, as it was known, the gods of Japan were identified 
as manifestations of the buddhas and bodhisattvas of the Matrix and Dia¬ 
mond Mandalas. 


Notes 

1. The name Shingon, literally meaning “True Word,” refers to the incantations 
(dharanis or mantras) used in Tantric meditation and ritual. 

2. Our knowledge of Kukai’s life is hampered by significant gaps in the primary 
sources. Among Kukai’s own writings, the most important biographical sources 
are the Sango sbiiki (Indications of the goals of the three teachings) and Shorai 
mokuroku (Memorial presenting a list of newly imported sutras and other items), 
both translated in Hakeda, Major Works; and the Seireishu (Collected works of 
prose and poetry) in Kobo Daisbi zensbu III, 385-560. Other early texts common- 
y consulted are the Nij/7 gokajo goyuigo (Twentyifivc article will), attributed to 
Kukai, and the Kukai Sozu den (Biography of Kukai Sozu), attributed to his disci¬ 
ple Shinzei (780-860). 

a discussion of these documents, see Miyasaka Yusho, “Kobo Daishi no 
shogai, in Kukai no jinsei to shiso (Koza Mikkyo 3) (Tokyo: Shunjusha, 1976) 
81—82. 

4. Watanabe Shoko and Miyasaka Yusho have argued, however, that he may 
well have been in Nara, at least during his university years. In support of this view, 
they note that it is uncertain whether the university ever moved to Nagaoka and 
tnat the shift of Kukai’s attention to Buddhism that took place around this time 
is more easily imagined as having occurred in Nara, where Buddhist influence was 
strong. See their Sbamon Kukai (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobo, 1967) 32. 

5. Hakeda, Major Works , 102. This work had been translated into Chinese by 
the fantric master Subhakarasimha in 717 and was brought to Japan in the fol¬ 
lowing year. 

6. Hakeda, Major Works , 23. 
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7. The precise dace of Kukai’s entry into the clergy is unknown, but it is likely 
that he took this step in 803 just before leaving for China; sec Miyasaka, “Kukai 
no shogai,” 93-94. 

8. Hakcda dates the departure of the embassy and Kukai’s move to Hsi-ming- 
ssu to the third month of 805 ( Major Works , 31), but Kukai himself states in the 
Shorai mokuroku that these events took place in the second month (Kobo Daishi zen¬ 
shu I, 69, 98). 

9. Translations of all these works can be found in Hakeda, Major Works. Kukai 
also complete his Bunpitsu gamhin sbo (The essentials of poetry and prose) and a 
draft of the Bunkyd bifun ron (The secret treasure-house of the mirrors of poetry) 
around this time. 

10. Text in Kobo Daishi zenshu I, 105-22. 

11. The full title of the unabridged version is Himitsu mandara juju sbinron (text 
in Kobo Daishi zenshu I, 125-414). A translation of the Precious Key is contained in 
Hakeda, Major Works. 

12. Hakeda, Major Works , 27. 

13. Hakeda, Major Works , 229—30 

14. Hakeda, Major Works , 240. 

15. See Hakeda, Major Works , 83. 

16. See for example, de Bary et ah, cds., Sources of Japanese Tradition I, 137, and 
Miyasaka Yusho and Umchara Takeshi, Bukkyd no shiso 9: Seimei no umi (Kukai), 
(Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 1968) 55-56. 

17. Sec his Dainichikyo kaidai , in Kobo Daishi zenshu 1, 659, and the discussion 
of this passage by Takagami Kakusho, Mikkyo gairon (Tokyo: Daiichi Shobo, 1937) 
100 . 

18. Hakeda, Major Works , 160. 

19. Hakeda, Major Works , 161. 
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III. Heian Foundations of Kamakura Buddhism 

David Lion Gardiner 


A MONG THE PARADIGM shifts emphasized in the traditional his¬ 
torical narratives of Japanese Buddhism, the most prominent is 
the emergence of the so-called "new” Buddhism of the 
Kamakura period (1185—1333). While many scholars now 
question whether it is right to call this shift a "reformation,” few will deny 
that the Pure Land, Zen, and Nichiren schools, which have been the main 
forms of sectarian Buddhist faith from this period until today, rely heavily, 
in their doctrinal foundations, on reformist rhetoric. But the image of a 
reformation can lead one to overlook continuities between Heian and 
Kamakura Buddhism, missing the presence in the new schools of powerful 
resonances from the past. 

Scholarly investigation of the period faces a challenging problem: it must 
use the invaluable research done by Japanese scholars, most of whom have 
been ordained in one of these sects, while at the same time resisting the 
distortions introduced by the special slant that a given school is likely to 
ave on its own history. A frequently-noted distortion introduced by the 
rhetoric of reformation is that it highlights the teachings of a handful of 
founders who are not adequately representative of the great diversity of 
the time. Without passing judgment on this issue, I shall try to focus on 
some doctrinal matters of particular spiritual import that may serve to illu¬ 
minate any discussions of this period. My presentation will, however, lean 
in favor of recognizing continuities throughout medieval Japanese Bud¬ 
dhism. 1 

Each of the major figures commonly held up as representative of new 
Buddhism in Kamakura—Honen, Shinran, Nichiren, Dogen—was origi¬ 
nally ordained on Mt. Hiei as a monk of the Tendai school. They formulated 
their new doctrines and practices in response to problems they had come to 
identify as central to Buddhist theory and practice as found on Mt. Hiei. 
The Tendai school is often referred to as the "birthing ground” of Kamakura 
Buddhism. The variety of texts and practices available by the late Heian 
period to monks of this eclectic school was so extensive that its capacity to 
spawn the diverse forms that appeared during the Kamakura period comes 
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as no surprise. The eclecticism goes back to the Tendai founder, Saicho 
(767—822), who promoted the study of the Chinese T’ien-t’ai, Preceptual 
(Ritsu), Ch’an, and esoteric traditions. 

Equally unsurprising is the emergence within Tendai of great differences 
over matters of doctrine and practice. The founders of the new schools 
broke with past tradition in very different ways, yet they shared a preoccu¬ 
pation with aspects of Tendai teaching that arc associated with the idea of 
original enlightenment (hongaku) . Though none of them framed his teach¬ 
ing in explicit contradistinction to original enlightenment theories, the 
influence of these theories can be detected in each case. 


Hochibo Shoshin, a Barometer of the Times 

One Tendai monk of the early Kamakura period, who was not a founder of 
a major new school, was forthright in condemning the hongaku theories. His 
name was Hochibo Shoshin (active 1165—1207) and his writings provide a 
template for grasping some of the key issues of his day. 2 Shoshin was also a 
reformer of sorts, but, in contrast to the founders named above, his ambi¬ 
tion seems to have been to revive traditional forms of scholasticism on Mt. 
Hiei. He was known as a dedicated student of scripture, so much so that all 
biographies of him tell how, immersed in reading, he was oblivious to the 
Genpei War that raged through Kyoto from 1180 to 1185. His overriding 
concern, it appears, was the character and quality of monastic study and 
practice. One of his writings in particular, Commentary on the Profound Mean¬ 
ing of the Lotus Sutra (Hokke gengi shiki , a commentary on the Fa-hua hsiian- 
i by the Chinese founder of the T’ien-t’ai school, Chih-i), mounts a critique 
of the premises of hongaku theories and argues that these theories under¬ 
mine traditional forms of Buddhist practice. 

Shoshin condemns what he sees as doctrinal jargon about the supposed 
immanence of buddhahood, taking as his target the phrase “original and 
naturally enlightened Buddha” (honrai jikaku butsu) . This phrase includes 
the two Chinese glyphs that make up the term “original enlightenment” 
C hon means “original” and gaku means “enlightenment”), and can be under¬ 
stood as an elaboration of its meaning. Shoshin attacks the phrase on both 
philosophical and scriptural grounds, but the heart of his critique is that the 
proponents of hongaku thought deny the essential truth that Buddhist 
enlightenment depends on particular effort and insights, in other words on 
practice. 

One of the key scriptural sources he cites is the Awakening of Faith, which 
gives a classic and influential statement of the distinction between original 
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24. Temple precincts of Mr. Hiei. 


enlightenment (bongaku) and 
incipient enlightenment (shi- 
kaku). Shoshin points out that 
the text treats original enlight¬ 
enment as a principle (ri) resid¬ 
ing within the bonds of igno¬ 
rance that characterize samara y 
the cycle of death and rebirth. It 
is a potential that can be activat¬ 
ed, and when it is activated 
through spiritual practice (an 
activation known as “incipient 
enlightenment”) it can manifest 
as complete enlightenment 
(kukyo kaku), which is no longer 
just a principle but is actual (ji) 
enlightenment. This distinction 
between principle (ri) and actu¬ 
ality (ji) is centra! to Shoshin’s 
critique. He sees the proponents 
of original enlightenment doc¬ 
trines as confusing the two, by mistaking what is merely a potential for 
buddhahood for the real thing. He argues at length that original enlight¬ 
enment cannot denote an actual Buddha who exists apart from the bonds 
o ignorance (hi betsu-u butsu) . He counters the hongaku terms one by one, 
pitting actuality (ji) against principle (ri), cultivated (shu) against natural 
] l , a so read mizukara), and manifest (gen) against original (honrai ). 

Another scripture he draws on is the Lotus Sutra. To show that buddha- 
°° an aCtua ^ atta inment that results from the deliberate cultivation of 
specific practices, he quotes the Buddha in that sutra as saying: “O good 
men, since I actually achieved Buddhahood it has been incalculable, limit- 
ess... kalpas. Elsewhere the Buddha explains that his long lifespan is 
something that he gained after cultivation of long practice.” 3 The phrases 
actually achieved (jitsu jo) and gained after cultivation of long practice (kushu 
shotoku) show that Buddhahood is not a universal and timeless principle 
that one can bandy about. Rather, it is a personal and temporally grounded 
state of being, resulting from traditional contemplation methods that 
transform a deluded person into an enlightened one. 

Shoshin disdains what he sees as an ill-conceived total affirmation of the 
relative world that undermines any rationale for the conventions of 
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religious practice and the ethical principles upon which such practice ought 
to be based. While he may exaggerate the extent to which hongakti doctrine 
led in fact to antinomianism, other thinkers or the Kamakura period shared 
his dissatisfaction, if not his impatience, with certain elements of this doc¬ 
trine. In stark contrast to the tendency of hongakti thought to depreciate 
religious practice, in the complacent assurance that the goal of buddhahood 
is already immanent, the Pure Land thinkers Honcn and Shinran declared 
the impossibility of attaining the goal even when one did rely on conven¬ 
tional practices. The powerlessness of the individual left no alternative but 
to depend on the Other-Power of the vow of Amida Buddha. Shoshin’s 
recognition of the reality of samara and ignorance, and of the need to 
engage in some particular method for liberation, is close to Honen’s atti¬ 
tude. It is known, in fact, that he attended one of Honen’s early gatherings 
in Ohara and later engaged in the Pure Land nenbutsu practice of reciting 
the name of Amida. 


Hongaku and Practice in Saicho and Kukai 

Shoshin’s critique of facile claims of immanent buddhahood by some pro¬ 
ponents of hongaku thought was aimed at what he saw as an overestimation 
of the proximity of the goal. His approach to Buddhist soteriology falls into 
a category known in the Tendai school as “upwardly turning’’ (joten), which 
means it lays stress on the imperative of carefully attending to the actuali¬ 
ties of the practices (causes) leading to Buddhahood. In this regard, Shoshin 
is a good representative of classical Tendai thought and, for that matter, of 
the thinking of the two “founders” of Heian Buddhism, Saicho and Kukai. 

Although both of these figures stood firmly on the doctrine of the inher¬ 
ent Buddha-nature, they nevertheless demonstrated a high regard for the 
careful cultivation of specific practices. In fact the monastic compounds 
established by each man, Saicho’s Mt. Hiei in Kyoto and Kukai’s Mt. Koya 
to the south in the hills of Wakayama Prefecture, were portrayed by their 
respective founders as providing much-needed contemplative training 
grounds for practitioners of the Mahayana path. Both men wrote of the lack 
of sincere Buddhist practice at the established temples of the old capital of 
Nara, and expressed their preference for training monks in the relative calm 
of a mountain environment. Both of them were also desirous of promoting 
the practice of esoteric Buddhism, although not for entirely the same rea¬ 
sons, and by the late Heian period it was the theory and practice of Taim- 
itsu (Tendai esotericism) and Tomitsu (Shingon csotericism) that probably 
best characterized the spirit of Heian Buddhism. 4 


190 


JAPAN 


Significantly, Shoshin’s critique of hongaku thought was explicitly directed 
to practitioners of shingon. This term should not be understood as designat¬ 
ing members of Kukai’s Shingon school alone, but rather as referring to a 
particular group of those practitioners of esoteric Buddhism (or of mantra, 
which is the original meaning of shingon ) in both schools who manifested 
the antinomian, immanentist tendencies he so sharply disparaged. It seems 
as though the careful balance between theory and practice favored by 
Saicho and Kukai, or for that matter by most of the scholastic Buddhist 
masters in China of the Sung and T’ang periods, such as Chih-i and Fa- 
tsang (whose works, as well as those of their disciples, were read by Saicho 
and Kukai), had collapsed within some of the ranks of the subsequent gen¬ 
erations of both schools. The central paradigm of the esoteric traditions was 
the practice of the Three Mysteries (sanmitsu) of body, speech, and mind in 
ritual use of mudra (bodily gestures), mantra (the utterance of sacred for¬ 
mulae), and mandala (the cosmic diagrams depicting deities), with the aim 
of embodying the very essence and power of the Buddha's mysteries in 
one’s own being. In both the Tendai and Shingon schools, the practice of 
the Three Mysteries involved complex ritual procedures and an array of 
liturgical implements. Esoteric practice entailed a disciplined enactment of 
w tat were seen as acts of the Buddha, with the purpose of manifesting 
the practitioner’s inherent Buddha qualities. Because the practice is mod¬ 
eled after the imagined qualities of the exalted state of Buddhahood itself, 
it is referred to as a “sudden” method. It would have been primarily in an 
environment characterized by this avowedly “sudden” practice that the hon- 
proponents targeted by Shoshin were nourished. According to 
ihosh.n, for them the most sudden practice would be no practice at all. 
ohoshin was naturally concerned that such a radical affirmation of the 
world as being already perfected would result in spiritual inertia. 
w A u S . ^ Saic * l6s Tendai school, his commitment to the ideals of the 
a ayana path of the bodhisattva, the Buddhist practitioner who vows to 
seek enlightenment for the sake of aiding other beings, is evidenced in his 
Regulations for Students of the Mountain School (Sange gakusho shiki), written in 
18, in which he expresses the wish that the Enryaku-ji temple complex on 
Mt. Hiei should produce monks who will be servants, teachers, and treas¬ 
ures of the nation. In this text he lays out his plan for all Tendai monks to 
train on the mountain for twelve years while engaged in constant textual 
and ritual study. Saicho insisted that the 250 traditional precepts of monks 
be maintained, while adding to them ten precepts derived from a 
Mahayana scripture, which were more spiritual than practical in nature and 
set forth the compassionate duties of bodhisattva practice. 
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Later he proposed that Tendai monks bypass the standard ordination cer¬ 
emony in which the 250 precepts were conferred, arguing that the ten bod- 
hisattva precepts were sufficient to guarantee the purity of their religious 
practice. His motivation for this has frequently been misunderstood. The 
problem was that the ordinations were administered at the main govern¬ 
ment-sponsored temple of Todai-ji. He wanted to gain administrative inde¬ 
pendence from the government bureau that controlled them. He was not 
dismissing as useless the millennia-old Buddhist preccptual tradition. 
Although his disregard for the Todai-ji ordination platform may have con¬ 
tributed indirectly to a relaxation of attitudes toward the formal ethical 
commitments embodied in the precepts, his personal and institutional eth¬ 
ical principles were traditional and conservative to the core. 

While Saicho’s program was explicitly eclectic, incorporating formally 
two branches of practice— sbikan-gyo (concentration and insight medita¬ 
tion, based on a system designed by the T’ien-t’ai founder Chih-i) and 
shana-gyd (based on the esoteric teachings of the Dainichikyo) —Kukai’s pro¬ 
gram for Shingon monks was more exclusive and focused entirely on eso¬ 
teric Buddhist practices. 

Like Saicho, however, Kukai allowed his students to receive the basic 
monastic precepts conferred at ordination at Todai-ji, and again like Saicho 
he supplemented these, with special esoteric precepts known as sanmaya - 
kai. Although Kukai encouraged his monks in the Shingon to limit them¬ 
selves to texts and contemplations peculiar to the esoteric tradition, his 
school is often considered to have a relatively catholic approach to Bud¬ 
dhism, since he affirmed the inherent value of all other Buddhist schools of 
study and practice, a position most clearly expressed in his famous Treatise 
on the Ten Stages of the Mind (Juju shinron). In this treatise, Kukai emphasized 
the important contributions made to humankind’s advancement toward 
enlightenment not only by the various Buddhist teachings but by non- 
Buddhist doctrines as well. Though he was later criticized by adherents of 
other schools for making Shingon the final stage in an individual’s spiritu¬ 
al development, his systematization expresses nonetheless a remarkably 
comprehensive religious vision. 

Saichd and Kukai accepted the doctrine of inherent enlightenment 
(which is akin to that of the universal presence of the Buddha-nature) and 
built their systems of practice upon this theory. It is evident in the lengthy 
debates on the issue of the Buddha-nature carried on via treatises between 
Saicho and the monk Tokuitsu of the Hosso school that not everyone in their 
day supported this view. For Kukai, the issue was not as central as it was for 
Saicho, but his presentation of esoteric Buddhist theory was unmistakably 


192 


JAPAN 


clear in its attribution of an “originally existent" (honnu) status to the Three 
Mysteries of the Buddha within all beings. Since he was the first to elabo¬ 
rate the esoteric Buddhist doctrines that were to pervade religious practice 
to the extent that the Heian period was eventually recognized as the stage 
of the esotericization (jmkkyoku) of Japanese religion, his formulation 
must be considered very influential. Thus it is important to note that he 
carefully balanced his theory of immanence with requisite practices. 

One of the interesting features of Kukai's treatment of the “original 
enlightenment" idea is that he not only asserted that humans are intrinsi¬ 
cally endowed with the virtues of the Buddha, but also attributed to the 
ultimate Buddha (specifically to his most refined spiritual essence known as 

the Dharma-body) qualities of an actively divine body, speech and mind_ 

features that were denied of this highest reach of reality by most Buddhists 
One of Kukai’s most celebrated doctrines was the assertion of the “preach" 
mg of this Dharma-body (hosshin seppd). Consequently, Kukai presented a 

T°n T . 0 y f a human realm «pletc with seeds of perfection but also 
o a Buddha-realm comprised of miraculous activity. The esoteric Buddhist 

? ra . C “ Ce °, f C ^ e Three M y ster ‘es'is thus intended to be the practice of what 
buddhas do (note my comments below on the similarity to Dogen’s assess- 
menr of seated meditation). It is considered a “sudden" teaching and prac- 

hTs hnfl b ;rr C a,mS CO makC C ° mplete enlightenment attainable in 
th s body (sokushrn jobutsu) as opposed to many lifetimes, and because its 
practice is based on the goal. 5 


Hongaku Though, in ,he Founders of the New Kamakura Schools 

mT s T,he 0 K' he k PC ‘T m [ hat characKriz ' d though,, the ath¬ 
lete in r ra ° Und " S < “ PCCiall >' H “" a ". Shintan, and Nichiren) 

vasiv " S ' h 7 5a " eUI " C about thc human condition. There was a per- 

identifird "T "" er ''’ S 1 pcriod of d « l 'ne, which Buddhists 

.denufied as muppo. Th,s tdea plays a determimng role in Kamakura Bud- 

■ • ou f h is rejected by Dogen, as it subjects the Buddhist path to 

deftn, Vf "ir ? h,n doeS noc inv<,kc ' hc ‘ dca of in his 

se o t e e cacy of Buddhist practice, though he strikes a grim note 
repriman s excessive exuberance. Shinran’s embrace of the mappo con¬ 
cept led him to reject the contemporary efficacy of any Buddhist practice 
aiming at enlightenment. Not only were “originally enlightened buddhas” 
dismissed as fictions, but even the hard-earned, “real time,” traditional 
enlightenment esteemed by Shoshin was also regarded as a thing of the 
past. To aspire to such a goal was to subscribe to the “teaching of the way 
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of the saints” (shodomon), which could no longer be followed by the beings 
of inferior capacity of the latter age. 

Each of the major Kamakura founders singled out one particular well- 
defined practice as the core of Buddhist living, a practice that in each case was 
seen not as a means to an end, but as the expression of a deep faith in a par¬ 
ticular vision of salvation. This selectivity (senjaku) is often contrasted with 
the more eclectic and catholic vision of Buddhist practice characteristic of 
the Tendai school throughout most of the Heian period. The spirit embodied 
in these new exclusive approaches may be representative of transformations 
that were taking place in Japan at the time. Social conditions were chang¬ 
ing as the center of political and cultural life shifted from Kyoto to the new 
capital of Kamakura, headquarters of the new military government (bakufu) 
of Minamoto Yoritomo from 1185, and the rule of the courtiers gave way 
to a rule by samurai warrior-administrators. At the same time, people in 
Japan were becoming conscious of a new cultural and political independ¬ 
ence from the continent. On various levels, the Japanese had not only demon¬ 
strated their ability to successfully adopt elements of Chinese culture, but 
were growing confident as well in their ability to jettison previously revered 
foreign models in favor of newly emerging indigenous patterns. There was 
a new individualism, which the new systems of religious practice reflect. 
The darker side of this time of upheaval was a sense of insecurity and frus¬ 
tration, acerbated when the changes were interpreted as symptomatic of 
decline, as in the prevalent mappo schema. The selection of one relatively 
simple practice from among a menu of numerous often complicated prac¬ 
tices may have been a response to this insecurity. Even Shoshin’s emphasis 
on fact and actuality over and against theory and principle may be read as 
a response to the needs of historically determined individuals. 

However, the traditional historical narratives may have unduly stressed 
the purported relationship between the new social circumstances, mappo 
thought, and the practices promoted by the Kamakura founders. While the 
physical transferal of the capital from Kyoto to Kamakura did clearly mark 
the beginning of a new era of military rule, the extent to which this shift in 
government was a direct cause of general feelings of malaise and inadequacy 
has perhaps been overstated. For the many people intimate with courtier 
society, the loss of Kyoto as the seat of government after four hundred years 
surely made for difficult adjustments. But it is well known that real politi¬ 
cal power had already slipped from the hands of the imperial family to other 
aristocratic and provincial elites in various ways by the tenth century. So the 
traditional alignment of “social changes” with a “reformation” may be con¬ 
sidered in part a product of sectarian reconstruction of history that renders 
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more dramatic the emergence of new forms of Buddhism and diminishes 
the appearance of continuities with pre-Kamakura traditions. 

Despite all these differences between Heian and Kamakura Buddhism, it 
would be a mistake to discount the influence of hongaku doctrines on the 
Kamakura founders and on all subsequent periods. It is frequently noted 
that Dogen, the founder of the Soto Zen school, was led to pursue the study 
of Zen in China by the driving force of a paradox embodied in a central 
tenet of hongaku thought: if we all possess the Buddha-nature, why is it that 
all the patriarchs of the past found it necessary to engage in the practice of 
meditation and to cultivate the Buddhist path? Dogen’s famed response to 
this question, apparently arrived at only through the assiduous practice of 
zazen (seated meditation), was that meditation did not constitute a means 
to an end; it did not precipitate enlightenment; rather, it was an expression, 
the only true expression, of one’s inherently enlightened nature. Thus when 
we engage in zazen, we manifest our Buddha-nature. In fact, when we 
engage in any of the traditional practices of preserving the precepts or med- 
;~ e are btidd'nas by virtue of doing what all the buddhas of the past 
l. is attainment is not as simple as it sounds, though, because Dogen 
a s t e condition that our practice must not be tainted with the intention 
to ma e a Buddha" but must remain free of such dualistic thinking. Thus 
us cee rated motto of “just sitting" (shikan taza) embraces both wisdom 
me itation. as long as it is “just" sitting, without any presumption of 
causa e cacy or any self-congratulation—having dropped off all attach- 
me ! U n t0 , ,.° th bod V an d mind (shinjin datsuraku )—it i s the Buddha-body 
an u a-mind that are present in full. The twist to Dogen’s radical 
a rmation o our inherent enlightenment is the exhortation to traditional 
orms o cu tivation that it entails. His advocacy of diligent effort in the 
pursuit o t e way (knfu bendo) thus stands in stark contrast to the kind of spiri¬ 
ts comp acency that Shoshin attributed to hongaku proponents. Dogen’s 
lan mg o t e premise of original enlightenment possesses a subtlety that 
Shoshin does not find in the ideas of his adversaries. 

For S inran, too, there is an important sense in which a concept of “inher¬ 
ent sa vation operates at the heart of his soteriological vision. One differ¬ 
ence etween Shinran and his master Honen is his idiosyncratic interpretation 
of the role of uttering the Buddha’s name (Namu Amida Bntsu). For Shin¬ 
ran, there is no element of efficacy involved in the nenbutsu whatsoever. The 
reason is t at our salvation has already been guaranteed by Amida; our 
utterance of his praise in the nenbutsu is to be regarded simply as an expres¬ 
sion of our profound gratitude for the Buddha’s great compassion. As such, 
it is an expression of the fact that we have already been saved. By chanting* 
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the Buddha's name we manifest our faith in the truth of Other-Power. The 
n *nbutsu does not assure our salvation, it verifies it. 

Nichiren, the founder of the school bearing his name, emphasized the 
power of chanting the title of the Lotus Sutra (Myoho renge kyo) and made 
J. llis Practice his central one. He shares with the Pure Land and Zen 
°unders an exclusive reliance on one simple practice, coupled with a rhet- 
0ric that downplays the importance of abstract theory and privileges prac- 
Clce - Vet in spite of the efforts of many Nichiren scholars to portray him as 
completely free from the influence of hongaku thought, he affirms the 
lrn mediacy of ultimate reality when he teaches that the chanting of the holy 
P llras e (the daimoku) in and of itself embodies buddhahood. 


The One-Vehicle Teaching 

j^Bich more important than hongaku thought is another Tendai doctrinal 
cumulation that loomed large in the awareness of the Kamakura founders, 
oamely the theory of the One Buddha Vehicle, which happens to represent 
^strong undercurrent of continuity with Heian-period Buddhist thought. 

he One Vehicle (ichijo) teaching of the Lotus Sutra , presented as the final, 
|? 0st: reliable teaching of Sakyamuni Buddha’s career, dismisses all previous 
°ctrines about the paths of the arhat and pratyekabuddha (two versions of 
C’fldhist sainthood that represented, along with buddhahood, ultimate 
k° a * s for religious aspirants) as having been expedient devices aimed at 
ln ging spiritually weaker listeners onto the Buddhist path. Once con- 
^ected to the path, they would be informed (by the teaching of the Lotus 
arhat and pratyekabuddha are inferior goals (of the “lesser 
th 'ck’'' ° r H inayana), surpassed by the sublime buddhahood to which 
( Q ey are entitled, and that they are in fact already on the “greater vehicle” 
^ Mahayana). So the central message of the sutra is that the true purpose 
^ the Buddha's teaching is nothing less than to help all beings advance to 
halted stage of buddhahood. 

v pCule many Buddhists were under the impression that there were three 
^ llc les or paths for Buddhists to follow, the sutra reveals that two of them 
f f ^Pending on the interpretation all three, with the new vehicle being a 
^ rt ^) were mere fictions fabricated out of the Buddha’s compassion for 
fto wou lB have lost interest in Buddhist practice had they been told 

cBe beginning that the goal was so high. Thus all practitioners are des- 
g e ,^ to become buddhas and nothing less; this is the upshot of the One 
B, , ua Vehicle. This view of the Buddhist teachings obliged any system of 
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ls t practice to align its methods with the principle of the teaching of 
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the One Vehicle. In other words, the practice must be suitable for beings 
who possess the Buddha-naturc; it must avoid too dualistic a depiction of 
the practitioner’s condition (opposing ignorance to enlightenment), in 
order to reflect the proximity of the goal. Philosophically speaking, such 
practices are referred to as sudden, not just because they are supposed to 
engender awakening quickly (although this may be a claim), but rather 
because they are based on the goal as being already immanent; such a dis¬ 
tinction existed also in Indian Buddhism between practices or vehicles 
based on the cause (hetuyana ), or the actual benighted condition of sentient 
beings, and those based on the effect os goal (phalayana), which is the purity 
and wisdom of enlightenment. 

Insofar as many forms of Mahayana Buddhism considered themselves to 
represent the One Vehicle doctrine, they were also "sudden” teachings that 
possessed an inherent tension in terms of how to articulate the subtle rela¬ 
tionship between cause (practice) and effect (Buddhahood). The T’ien-tai 
c ioo (Tendai s precursor in China) was not alone in claiming to represent 
C C S ^P rcme Buddha Vehicle: Hua-yen, Ch’an, and esoteric Buddhism all 
saw themselves as expounding the One Vehicle. In Heian Japan the Tendai 
school was the foremost representative of One Vehicle Buddhism, and in 
ous practices developed within its ranks—including classical medi¬ 
ations based on T’ien-t’ai precedents, Pure Land, Zen, and esoteric Bud- 
scip ines it wrestled with the same basic problematic: how to find 
a practice appropriate to the One Buddha Vehicle. 

l t^_, mC c ° ncern was apparent in the esoteric Shingon school founded 
JL U f ai ’ an ^ most of the esoteric practices of both Tendai and Shingon 
, ^ rm j Cd ^ tHlS theoretical sensitivity. The Kamakura founders may 

l • . CrC y in the styles of their practice, and perhaps also in their 
mstoncal sensibilities, from their Heian predecessors, but the underlying 
eory °f the supreme and sudden One Buddha Vehicle remained a constant 
cave orce in the articulation of their respective religious visions, 
ectivity of the Kamakura founders was more than a mere prefer- 
ence for one particular style of Buddhism over another; it was a commit¬ 
ment to one practice as the only true Buddhist practice, as the best possible 
expression of the One Buddha Vehicle, and a candid dismissal of other prac- 

T ^ aS ^ conl:rasI: to '-his emphasis on simplicity, the dominant 

en ai an ingon schools had practices that were not only complex but 
so mu tiple both in terms of variety and in the sense that gradations of 
practice were recognized. Whether it was the concentration and insight 
contemplations of Tendai or the esoteric Three Mysteries practices of both 
schools, diligence, memory, and plenty of free time were required of anyone 
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intending to become proficient at the practices so as to reap their benefits. 
This was particularly so in the case of esoteric practice, which by the late 
Heian period had so engulfed the monastic and even aristocratic court cul¬ 
ture by virtue of its attractive theory and enchanting liturgy that it had 
become the regnant Buddhist paradigm. Just as Shoshin singled out the 
excesses of practitioners of mantra in his critique of bongaku abominations, 
it was partly in response to the extravagance and perhaps even pomposity 
of aspects of esoteric practice that Kamakura reformers formulated their 
Buddhist systems in such unadorned terms. Again the social context should 
be noted: it has been argued that the new forms of Buddhism addressed the 
needs of the many commoners and soldiers now interested in Buddhist 
practice who could not easily identify with the noble ends and elaborate 
means of the classical Buddhist path as modeled in Heian monasteries. 


The Unity of Medieval Japanese Buddhism 

Just as the Tcndai tradition on Mt. Hici provided the soil out of which the 
new schools grew, so also did certain general features of Heian religion serve 
as the ongoing basis for Kamakura religion. Kuroda Toshio has developed 
a powerful theory about these continuities that secs all the schools of 
Kamakura and Heian Buddhism (including the schools established in the 
earlier Nara period) as heirs of deeply ingrained patterns of religious 
thought and action that he has labeled the “exoteric-esoteric system” (ken- 
mitsu taisei). Characteristics of this system would include a fundamental 
proclivity toward models of practice formulated in the esoteric systems of 
Shingon and Tendai, even within the so-called exoteric schools, that utilize 
thaumaturgic methods for pacifying spirits, averting calamity, and assuring 
material well-being. Kuroda argues that pre-Kamakura chanting of the 
nenbntsu , for example, was commonly used to pacify spirits and that this 
apotropaic orientation was never completely jettisoned. 

Another example of a pervasive characteristic of medieval Buddhist spir¬ 
ituality noted by Kuroda is the coalescence of native (so-called Shinto) 
deities with Buddhist ones in systems of worship. In fact he has argued that 
the term Shinto is not even found in medieval texts as a designation for a 
tradition that is doctrinally and liturgically distinct from Buddhism. The 
conflation of Buddhist and native objects of worship (known in Japanese as 
shinbutsu shugo), which crosses sectarian as well as temporal boundaries, was 
partially concealed by efforts made during the Meiji period (late nineteenth 
century) to clearly demarcate the bounds of the native and foreign tradi¬ 
tions for nationalistic purposes. This successfully obfuscated the realities of 
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medieval religious belief and practice by creating in effect a myth of the 
parallel maintenance of two distinct traditions throughout Japanese histo¬ 
ry. This early modern achievement, coupled with the earlier division of 
Buddhism into clear sectarian ecclesiastical divisions by the Tokugawa 
shogunate at the beginning of the seventeenth century, are two major 
events in Japanese history that Kuroda holds responsible for much of the 
modern misconceptions about religion in premodern times. 

Furthermore, Kuroda’s theory includes a comprehensive view of the rela¬ 
tionship between religion and the broader political world, where the strong 
structures of mutual support developed in the Nara period continue in force 
throughout the medieval age. Kuroda’s perspectives have a potential to 
extend as well into considerations of doctrinal affinities that permit an 
understanding even of Zen practice in ritual terms that reveal strong reso¬ 
nances with esoteric Buddhist theories. In sum, Kuroda has challenged tra¬ 
ditional Buddhist histories by envisioning a unity of religious ideology in 
medieval Japan that encompassed different periods, schools, doctrines, and 
practices. Like many theories, its propensity toward comprehensiveness 
may open it to some criticism, but it has provided a potent catalyst for 
rethinking traditional narratives. 6 


Conclusion 

Finally, let us pose a question much discussed in recent years: How are we 
to evaluate the role played by hongaku thought in Japanese religion and cul¬ 
ture? According to Shoshin, hongaku theorists believed that the One Bud¬ 
dha Vehicle had long ago transported everyone to its glorious destination, 
that universal buddhahood is an already accomplished fact, and that for 
those who realize this fact the world at once appears as a field of enlight¬ 
ened beings. As we have seen, the kind of self-righteous complacency that 
can result from this facile affirmation was foreign to the likes of Saicho and 
Kukai. Although the esoteric Buddhist traditions did urge a creative visu¬ 
alization that sees all beings and even all phenomena as manifestations of 
the cosmic Buddha, this vision provided a context for practice, not an 
excuse for its neglect. The old Japanese saying, “even the grasses and the 
trees attain Buddhahood (somoku jobutsu), reflecting hongaku thought, gives 
poetic expression to an aesthetic of perfection, to a vision of participating in 
a world that is essentially good and that is sacred. Critics such as Shoshin saw 
hongaku theories as ruining Japanese Buddhist practice by providing people 
with doctrinal supports for a kind of spiritual megalomania. But it seems 
implausible that such a scholastic textual tradition, rooted in sophisticated 
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Mahayana metaphysics, and grounded primarily in a monastic setting, could 
have been responsible for widespread decadence, as has sometimes been 
charged. Some may have hid behind a banner proclaiming their “original 
enlightenment,” hoping thereby to legitimize unethical lifestyles. But it is 
clear that the authors of many hongaku texts were aware of the dangers of 
uncritical affirmation of the relative world and were anxious to mark out a 
delicate middle way. Many Heian and Kamakura authors combine alle¬ 
giance to the hongaku theory with care for the preservation of prescribed 
religious practices. Critics of hongaku theories need to go beyond insinua¬ 
tion to demonstrate actual instances of the purported causal relationship 
between these doctrines and unsavory behavior. 7 

Tamura Yoshiro celebrates the philosophical heights of hongaku thought 
and interprets its pervasive influence in Japanese culture in terms of an 
affirmative attitude towards the particulars of the everyday. 8 Thus Japanese 
religious philosophy would differ from Chinese thought in that the latter, 
though also very concerned with concrete applications to the human world, 
has a profound interest in discerning universal principles or norms (J. ri). It 
seems that the ultimate value of ri was of less moment in Japan than the 
concern to verify that any given system of doctrine or praxis was the best 
possible expression or instantiation (J. ji) of a universal truth. The careful 
balance between principle and expression in China was tilted in Japan in 
favor of the latter. One might conclude that what animated the Buddhist 
traditions of Heian and Kamakura Japan was a desire to find the most per¬ 
fect expression of the principle of the One Buddha Vehicle. This would 
bring out even more continuities between the two periods. It might also, 
like many generalizations, prove to be an essentialist reduction of a com¬ 
plex reality, but this should not prevent us from employing it for its heuris¬ 
tic value, particularly when seeking to overcome the distorting effect of 
prejudices embodied in particular historical narratives. 
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Pure Land 

I. Early Eure Land Leaders 

Tamaru Noriyoshi 


T he first mention in Japan of the Larger Sukhavativyuha Sutra , 
one of the basic texts of Pure Land Buddhism, occurs in writings 
attributed to Prince Shotoku (574—622). There is a tradition that 
he believed in the Tusita heaven of Maitreya, which in those days 
was not clearly distinguished from Amida’s Pure Land. A famous painting dedi¬ 
cated to his memory, the Tenjukokti mandara (Mandala of the heavenly land 
of longevity), is an early testimony to this belief. During the Nara period, 
too, there are scattered testimonies to belief in the Pure Land. For instance, 
the monk Chiko of the Sanron (Madhyamika) school created a well-known 
representation of the Pure Land, the Jodo ??iandara , and the basic texts of the 
Pure Land school were studied by many monks on different occasions. 

However, it was not until the Heian period, especially its latter half, that 
Pure Land came to play an important role, establishing itself gradually at 
the Tendai headquarters on Mt. Hiei. The abbot Ennin (794—864), upon 
returning from China, established on Mt. Hiei the practice of jogyo-zammai, 
perpetual chanting of the name of Amida with musical accompaniment. 1 
This was one of the four forms of samadhi practiced in the Tendai tradition. 
Ennin had a special hall built for this purpose within the temple compound, 
enshrining a large golden statue of Amida and adorned with paintings of 
the Pure Land. Several temples in the vicinity of the capital followed this 
example. Abbot Ryogen (912-985), too, who enjoyed great prestige as the 
restorer of the Mt. Hiei center after damage by fire, was a devotee of Amida 
and wrote a commentary on the Pure Land texts. 

By far the most influential promoter of Pure Land Buddhism was Ryo- 
gen’s disciple Genshin (942—1017). He disliked the mundane atmosphere 
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of Mt. Hiei and retired to nearby Yokawa to devote himself to the practice 
of nenbutsu. He advocated meditation on the image of Amida and the land¬ 
scape of the Pure Land as a means to achieve birth in that wonderful land. 
In 985 he composed the Ojoyoshu (Essentials of birth in the Pure Land), a 
collection of passages of Buddhist scriptures referring to the Pure Land. 2 
This was the first important theoretical work in Japan dealing with Pure 
Land ideas, and it also exerted a far-reaching influence on literature and art 
by its vivid description of the Pure Land and of hell. 

Throughout the Heian period Mt. Hiei maintained close links with the 
aristocracy, the Fujiwaras in particular, and the cult of Amida spread rapidly 
in these circles. Perhaps the best-known example is the case of Fujiwara 
Michinaga (966—1027) and his son Yorimichi. Michinaga, as regent to the 
emperor, was the virtual ruler of the country. When he or his relatives were 
threatened by sickness and death, he resorted rather indiscriminately to 
various magical means, including the cult of Amida (as he understood it). 
He also believed in raiko (or raigo), the appearance of Amida and his atten¬ 
dant bodhisattvas to welcome the dying, and is said to have had a special 
ritual performed at his deathbed. His son Yorimichi built the famous 
Byodo-in temple in which the western Pure Land was depicted in all its 
glory in sculpture and painting. 

Parallel to this aristocratic line of development, there was a popular dis¬ 
semination of Pure Land ideas, in which the monk Kuya (or Koya, 
903-972) took the lead. Born into the imperial family by a non-Fujiwara 
mother, he underwent initial ordination in the Province of Owari and took 
up the life of a wandering sham (S. srdmanera , novice). He traveled the 
countryside, performing such social works as the construction of roads, 
bridges, and wells. In 938 he entered the city of Kyoto to preach nenbutsu 
to the inhabitants, and accordingly he came to be known as ichi no hijiri 
(holy man of the marketplace) or Amida hijiri (holy man teaching Amida). 
Hijm were people having no formal ordination but leading the Buddhist 
way of life, and there seems to have been a considerable number of them in 
those days. Pure Land thought gave direction to the amorphous hijiri tra¬ 
dition, which in turn became a powerful vehicle of its spread among the 
common people. 3 Especially characteristic of Kuya was that he combined 
nenbutsu, chanting the name of Amida, with popular forms of dancing, so 
that his teaching is sometimes called the dancing nenbutsu . 4 In 948 he 
received formal Tendai ordination at Mt. Hiei, taking the new name Kosho, 
but he preferred to be called Kuya for the rest of his life and to keep the 
title of shami. Later, another itinerant Tendai monk, Ryonin (1072-1132), 
used his vocal talent to propagate the nenbutsu in songs. 
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The Amida devotion within the traditional Buddhist schools, notably in 
Tendai, as well as its popular version represented by Kuya and Ryonin, 
paved the way for Honen (1133—1212), the founder of the Jodo (Pure 
Land) school. To account for the popularity of Pure Land at the close of the 
Heian and the beginning of the Kamakura periods, another factor must 
also be noted, namely the doctrine of mappo. This doctrine, whose Indian 
origin is obscure, and which was further elaborated in China, envisaged a 
gradual decline of the Buddhist Dharma in three successive stages. 5 It held 
that the genuine teaching lasted for a period of a thousand years after the 
death of the Buddha, followed by another thousand years in which Bud¬ 
dhism won only external adherence, leading to the final stage when there 
no longer was any practice or attainment. In one count, this last stage of 
mappo was believed to commence in the year 1055. The fact that the late 
Heian society was plagued by earthquakes, famines, and warfare between 
powerful groups seemed to be in keeping with the doctrine. By its pes¬ 
simistic outlook on humanity and history, the doctrine both fostered the 
desire for a Buddhist reform and provided it with a theoretical basis. The 
?7iappo doctrine was a pervasive feature of nearly all the Buddhist schools in 
the late Heian period, and it is against this background that many of the 
new movements of the Kamakura period must be interpreted. 


Honen: His Life and Teaching 

Among the eminent religious leaders of the Kamakura period, the first to 
appear was Honen. Born in Mimasaka Province (today Okayama Prefec¬ 
ture) in 1133, he had to experience the tragedy of human life early in his 
childhood. When he was nine years of age, his father, Uruma Tokikuni, an 
imperial gendarme of the locality, became involved in a struggle with the 
manager of a nearby estate and was mortally wounded during a night raid 
by the latter. This event epitomizes the situation at the end of the Heian 
period, a time when power was passing from the nobility to the warrior 
class. After his father's death, the family dispersed. Honen fled to an adja¬ 
cent temple and entrusted himself to the priest in charge. Undoubtedly this 
experience greatly influenced his career. The hagiography by Shunjo (d. 
1335) gives his.father’s dying words as follows: 

Don’t let this rankle in your breast and lead you to avenge my enemy.... This 
misfortune was the result of some sin of mine in a former state of existence. 

If you harbor ill-will towards your enemy, you will never be free from ene¬ 
mies. So don’t do it, my boy, but without delay forsake the worldly life and 
become a priest. 6 
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Accordingly, at the age of thirteen, the boy was sent to Mt. Hiei for Bud¬ 
dhist training. 

There he first studied under Jihobo Genko (otherwise unknown), ^bo 
was astonished at his rapid mastery of the Shikydgi (On the four doctrines, 
T 46, no. 1929), Chih-i’s compendium of Tendai teachings. 7 Two years later 
he became a disciple of Koen (d. 1169), a noted scholar, and was formally 
ordained as a monk. He was unable, however, to adjust himself to the pre¬ 
vailing atmosphere of Mt. Hiei, where the riots of Enryaku-ji’s warrior 
monks and the struggles for the abbot’s seat took center stage. The 
monastery had turned into a showplace of fame and wealth for monks of 
noble birth, and had quite lost its former excellence as a place of religio uS 
practice. One day Honen expressed the desire to retire into the solitude of 
the forest, but Koen advised him first to read the sixty volumes of the T’ien- 
t ai canon. Between fifteen and eighteen, Honen accomplished this gig an ~ 
tic task. He is said to have read the Tripitaka four more times in the course 
of his life. At the end of the three years, he retired to the Kurodani area of 
Mt. Hiei, a base of nenbutsu hijiri who practiced the Pure Land meditation 
advocated by Genshin in his Ojoyoshu. Here Honen joined a group led by 
Jigenbo Eiku (d. 1179), the successor of Ryonin, and was given the name 
Honenbo Genku, of which the popular designation Honen is an abbreviation. 

While staying at Kurodani, he also had a chance to visit Nara to study 
the teachings of the Nara schools, meeting Zoshun (1104-1180) of 
Kofuku-ji, Keiga of the Kegon school (1103-1185), and some Sanron 
scholars. His later comment was: “There are many doctrinal systems i n 
Buddhism, but when all is said and done, there are only the three disci¬ 
plines of precepts, concentration, and wisdom.” 8 On this occasion he prob¬ 
ably came across the Pure Land devotion which had been taught at Nara 
by Yokan (1033-1111), Chinkai (1091-1152), and Jippan (d. 1 144). 
Whereas Tendai tradition used nenbutsu as a meditative practice, and Gen¬ 
shin had stressed visualization of the Pure Land, these teachers, inspired by 
Shan-tao (613-681), placed greater emphasis on Other-Power and the 
assurance of salvation contained in the primal Vow of Amida. 

Honen during these years strenuously sought a teaching that would meet 
his spiritual needs and bring him peace of mind. He was tormented by the 
awareness that the more he applied himself to the three disciplines, the 
more he found himself to fall short: “I, for one, cannot observe even a sin¬ 
gle precept, cannot deepen my concentration, and cannot obtain wisdom 
by cutting off my passions.” Of this long search he later wrote: 

How pitiful! What should I do? It has become clear that a man like me is 

not a suitable vessel for the three disciplines. Does there exist, beside the 
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three disciplines, a path suited to me, a discipline practicable by one of my 
character? I inquired of countless wise men; I paid visits to numerous schol¬ 
ars, yet there was none to teach me, no frirnd to show me the way. There¬ 
fore, in my distress, I buried myself in the Tripitaka and in sadness took up 
the sacred writings. 9 

At the age of twenty-four his distress impelled him to spend a week at 
the Shaka Hall in Saga on the outskirts of Kyoto. This was a center of devo¬ 
tion, frequented by hijiri, where many nameless people came in search of 
solace and healing. Honen, it appears, had discovered that his own prob¬ 
lems could not be solved by a merely individual liberation. They were con¬ 
nected at the root with the sufferings of the people coming to look for sal¬ 
vation in this place. 

The decisive turning point in Honen’s life came only many years later, in 
1175, when he happened to read the following passage in Shan-tao’s 
(613—681) Kuan-ching sbu , a commentary on the Meditation Sutra : 

Whether walking or standing, sitting or lying, only repeat the name of 
Amida with all your heart. Never cease the practice of it even for a moment. 
This is the very work which unfailingly issues in salvation, for it is in accor¬ 
dance with the Original Vow of that Buddha. 10 

As he himself relates in the last chapter of Sencbaku-hongan-nenbutsu-sbu 
(commonly known as Senchaktishii , Treatise on the selection of the nenbutsu 
of the Original Vow), 11 the passage brought Honen to the realization that 
the nenbutsu itself was the thing he had long been seeking. By the grace of 
this encounter with Shan-tao’s words, the forty-two-year-old Honen was 
drawn into a light that enabled him to find a true religious life, marked by 
spiritual growth. He abandoned .other forms of practice and concentrated 
instead exclusively on chanting the name of Amida. This is the senjti nen¬ 
butsu (exclusive practice of nenbutsu ), central to Honen’s teaching. In the 
same chapter he extols Shan-tao as his true teacher, urging his readers to 
depend on Shan-tao alone and calling his Kuan-ching sbu "a guide to the 
Western Land” and ‘‘the eyes and feet of practitioners.” 12 

At this time Honen left Mt. Hiei and settled in Otani in the eastern out¬ 
skirts of Kyoto, where he spent the rest of his life, except for the years of 
exile at the end of his career. After this move nearer to the city area, he 
began to propagate his ideas in public and to attract followers from all 
walks of life: monks, nobles, warriors, and commoners. His growing fame 
seems to have caught the attention of the traditional schools. This led to a 
dogmatic debate, held in 1186 at Ohara, a suburb of Kyoto, between 
Honen and some leading Buddhist monks including Kenshin (1131—1192), 
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a later abbot of the Tendai school. Meanwhile, Honen had succeeded in 
gaining a number of aristocratic patrons, of whom the most prestigious and 
influential was the Fujiwara regent Kujo Kanezane (1147—1207), who 
served at the imperial court during the turbulent years of civil strife 
between the Taira and Minamoto families until, in 1196, he was removed 
from his influential position by a political intrigue. His support must have 
added to Honen’s prestige. It was at his request that Honen compiled the 
Senchakushu in 1198. 

However, these successes aroused the suspicion of the traditional Bud¬ 
dhist groups, who sought to repress the movement by means of govern¬ 
ment pressure. As a result Honen s last years were marked by a senes of vio¬ 
lent events. In 1204, the Mt. Hiei Tendai group presented a petition to the 
authorities to officially prohibit the exclusive practice of nenbutsu . Honen 


tried to appease his opponents by presenting a Seven-Article Pledge, signed 
by himself and a number of his major disciples, in which he disclaimed any 
intention to oppose the tenets of the established schools. 13 Though this 
brought about a temporary peace, in the following year a similar attack was 
made by the Kofuku-ji temple in Nara. These criticisms, combined with 
misconduct on the part of some of his followers, led finally to catastrophe 
in 1207, when the imperial court was forced to take drastic steps: his move¬ 
ment was prohibited, some of his major disciples were executed or ban¬ 
ished, and Honen himself was exiled to the island of Shikoku. Though in 

1211 pardoned and allowed to return to Kyoto, he died in January of the 
following year. 

Honen s most important contribution is the teaching of senchaku (selec¬ 
tion; read as senjaku in the Jodo Shinshu tradition) and senju (exclusive prac¬ 
tice). “* Senchaku meant, he declared, to adopt and to discard: to adopt nen¬ 
butsu and to discard other forms of Buddhist practice. This selective attitude 
had few if any precedents in Buddhism, which in both China and Japan had 
been predominantly syncretic, harmoniously combining various forms of 
training. The Tendai tradition, for example, combined meditation, nenbut¬ 
su, and a stress on the precepts. Honen emphasized instead the need to 
choose. A similar selectiveness may be found in other leaders of the Kama¬ 
kura period such as Dogen and Nichiren. 

The Senchakushu, in which this teaching is put forward, is one of the clas¬ 
sics of Japanese Buddhism. Though it is composed in a conventional man¬ 
ner as a collection of passages from various scriptures followed by a com¬ 
mentary, this work exhibits a consistent logic: the logic of either-or. First, 
Honen divided all Buddhism into the Holy Path (shodo), as he called the 
teachings of the established schools, and the Pure Land. He urged his readers 
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to choose the latter. It was a choice between a difficult practice and an easy 
one, between reliance on one’s own power and reliance on another’s power, 
between various practices (zdgyd) and the True Practice (shogyo). This is 
clearly stated in the first two chapters, which are based on the writings of 
Shan-tao and his predecessor Tao-ch’o (d. 645). 

Release from the cycles of births and deaths, which is the aim of Bud¬ 
dhism, may be achieved by means of two splendid teachings, that of the 
Holy Path and that of Rebirth in the Pure Land. In the former, one exerts 
oneself to gain awakening in the present life. However: “In these days it is 
difficult to attain Enlightenment through the Holy Path. One reason for 
this is that the Great Enlightened One’s passing has now receded into the 
far distant past. Another is that the ultimate principle is profound, while 
man’s understanding is shallow.” 15 But since this method is based on pro¬ 
found and difficult philosophical principles, it is hard to realize by one’s 
own ability in these times so distant from the historical Buddha. 

Opposed to this is the easy way of the Pure Land school, followed by hav¬ 
ing faith in Amida Buddha, relying on his power, and sincerely wishing to 
be born into his Pure Land. In practical terms, this distinction corresponds 
to that between the varied practice and the True Practice. There are many 
ways of practicing Buddhism, such as reciting the sutras, contemplation 
and reverence of the Buddha, invocation of the Buddha’s name, making 
offerings, giving alms, observing the precepts. As long as these are per¬ 
formed with the aim of gaining birth into the Pure Land, they constitute 
the True Practice, whereas on all other occasions they are nothing but var¬ 
ied practices. Furthermore, even in the True Practice, only the nenbutsu 
fixes the cause of birth into the Pure Land while all other deeds are merely 
auxiliary. 

This teaching that declared all practices hitherto advocated by the estab¬ 
lished schools to be merely auxiliary, and urged the choice of the invocation 
of Amida as the exclusive practice, was revolutionary at that time. But to 
Honen there was nothing arbitrary about it, for it had solid scriptural foun¬ 
dation in the Larger Sukbavativyuba Sutra , in which the future Amida Bud¬ 
dha singles out this practice in his eighteenth vow: 

May I not gain possession of perfect awakening if, once I have attained bud- 
dhahood, any among the throng of living beings in the ten regions of the 
universe should single-mindedly desire to be reborn in my land with joy, with 
confidence, and gladness, and if they should bring to mind this aspiration for 
even ten moments of thought and yet not gain rebirth there. This excludes 
only those who have committed the five heinous sins and those who have 
reviled the True Dharma. 16 
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Honen, following Shan-tao, interprets this to mean that he vows to save all 
those who invoke his name. If the Buddha thus selected nenbutsu himself, 
then certainly we must do so too. Honen concedes that “the Buddha’s holy 
intention is difficult to fathom and impossible to understand fully,” 17 but 
suggests that in a degenerate age such as ours the practice of the Holy Path 



25. Amida Coming over the Mountains. Hanging scroll, Kamakura Period, Japan. 
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is not possible for the ordinary person. He summarizes the essentials of his 
teaching in the concluding chapter of Senchakushu as follows: 

If you wish to separate at once from births and deaths, of the two superior 
methods, set aside the Saintly Way [Holy Path] and choose the Pure Land 
and enter into it. If you wish to enter into the Pure Land, of the two prac¬ 
tices, the varied and the True, throw away the varied and choose the True and 
convert to it. If you wish to carry out the True Practice, of the two, the True 
and the auxiliary deeds, put the auxiliary aside, select the practice that cor¬ 
rectly fixes the cause of birth, and concentrate on it exclusively. The practice 
that correctly fixes the cause of birth is to call on the name of the Buddha. II 
you call on his name you will with certainty be born into the Pure Land. This 
is so because of the vow of the Buddha. 18 


Honen’s Disciples 

Though his teaching implied a potential threat to the existence of the 
established schools and, accordingly, gave rise to much controversy in the 
subsequent decades and centuries, it is improbable that Honen intended to 
found a new school of his own in opposition to the old ones. Despite the 
radicalism of his ideas he himself lived as a traditional Buddhist monk, 
remaining a Tendai priest throughout his life and strictly observing the 
vinaya precepts. He enjoyed the reputation of an erudite scholar versed in 
the doctrines of different schools, and an exemplary ordination master and 
celebrant of esoteric rites. Though he stressed the importance of invoking 
the name of Amida instead of the visualizing meditation after the manner 
of Genshin, he seems to have entertained a keen interest in this trance-like 
meditation to the end of his life, for he left a record of his own visions of 
Amida and the Pure Land known as Sanmai Hottokuki. x) He embodied in 
his personal life old and new elements, maintaining a rather ambivalent 
relationship to the established schools. One can detect in his teaching a sim¬ 
ilar ambiguity and a number of crucial issues that are not clearly resolved, 
such as the relationship between nenbutsu and other practices and means of 
gaining birth; whether only one invocation was enough or whether many 
invocations were advisable; and exactly when the birth into the Pure Land 
was assured. The clarification of these points was left to his disciples, and 
this favored the emergence of a wide variety of viewpoints among them, as 
did the fact that his following was not a rigid organization but a loosely knit 
movement in which people of different types could freely participate. 

The foremost representative of Jodoshu orthodoxy among Honen s suc¬ 
cessors is Shokobo Bencho (1162—1238), who is generally regarded as the 
second patriarch of the Pure Land school. He became a disciple of Honen 
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in 1199. He was the direct recipient of Honen’s teachings for five years, and 
one of the first to be allowed to make a copy of the Senchakushu. Later he 
returned to his native Chinzei (present-day Fukuoka) and founded a pow¬ 
erful base of Pure Land devotion there. Emphasizing the central importance 
of nenbutsu, he also admitted the possibility of being born into the Pure 
Land by a number of other practices, basing himself on Amida’s twentieth 
vow, which promises rebirth to all who fix their thoughts on rebirth in my 
land, cultivate all the roots of virtue, and single-mindedly dedicate this 
virtue desiring to be reborn in my land. This moderate, ecumenical posi¬ 
tion allowed him to maintain the link with Tendai. His group, called the 
Chinzei-ha, later became the most important branch of the sect. 

Zennebo Shoku (1177-1247) also built bridges with Tendai. Shoku, born 
of an aristocratic family, joined Honen’s group at the age of fourteen. 
Because of his outstanding talent he was chosen as one of the assistants in 
the composition of the Senchakushu. In the time of persecution in 1207 and 
1227, he escaped exile thanks to his relationship with the Tendai authori¬ 
ties. He entertained a close connection with the aristocracy in Kyoto 
throughout his life. Though stressing the significance of nenbutsu and of per¬ 
sonal faith, he interpreted in a philosophical manner other practices as vari¬ 
ations of nenbutsu,. The branch he founded was the Seizan-ha, whose most 
famous scion is the wayfaring saint” (yugyo shonin), Ippen (1239—1289), 

founder of the Ji sect of Pure Land and preacher of dancing nenbutsu in the 
style of Kuya. 


Kakumyobo Chosai (1184-1266) was one of Honen’s youngest disciples, 
e joined Honen’s group in 1202 and five years later accompanied his mas¬ 
ter in exile. After Honen’s death he continued to study under many promi¬ 
nent masters of other schools, including Dogen. Influenced by Tendai and 
Hosso views he proposed that practices other than nenbutsu are also in 
accord with the Original Vow of Amida and are of equal value. This seems 
quite distant from his master’s position and was not considered by later 
generations to be orthodox Pure Land teaching. 

On the question of one invocation or many, contrasting views were held 
by two of Honen s outstanding disciples. Ryukan (1148-1227), born in 
yoto and educated on Mt. Hiei, associated himself with the movement 
rather late in his ife, probably around 1204. He advocated the view of 
many invocations (tanengi) and is said to have chanted nenbutsu 84,000 
times a day. In fact, it was Honen himself who gave the first example of the 
practice of many chantings. In addition, Ryukan held that the birth into the 
Pure Land was fixed only at the moment of death, so that the state of mind 
at that moment became quite important. Practice during one’s lifetime, 
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accordingly, was a preparation for this decisive instant. His spirited defense 
of Honen’s teachings in a work no longer extant became the pretext for the 
second persecution of the movement, again prompted by the powerful Mt. 
Hiei establishment, in 1227. 

The proponent of the opposite view, called ichinengi, was Jokakubo Kosai 
(?1163—? 1247). He is alleged to have been a Tend, i priest before coming 
into contact with Honen. Already during Honen’s lifetime Gyoku and oth¬ 
ers had advocated a similar view. But as some of them tended to go to 
extremes—abandoning the fundamental precepts on the ground that birth 
into the Pure Land was assured—their behavior gave the opponents of the 
movement a pretext for the persecution of 1207. It is alleged that Honen 
expelled Gyoku from the sect. The same allegation is made about Kosai, 
who is not regarded as an orthodox Jodo thinker. 21 But Kosai’s view was 
more philosophically oriented than Gyoku’s. Probably influenced by the 
Tenaai teaching of enlightenment in this lifetime, he insisted on the assur¬ 
ance of birth here on earth and by means of one invocation. His approach 
exhibits undeniable similarities to that of Shinran (1173—1262), Honen s 
most famous disciple, who was also disowned by the orthodox mainstream 
of the Jodoshu. 
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T he UNFOLDING of Honen’s spiritual life relies on the profound 
dynamism of his contact with “Amida (the Immeasurable), 
revealed particularly in the following two distinct kinds of expe¬ 
rience. First are his encounters with Shan-tao in dreams, which he 
experienced twice, at age forty-three and at age sixty-five. The first dream 
occurred shortly after the spiritual breakthrough he experienced on reading 
the Chinese master’s Commentary on the Meditation Sutra . This dream indeli¬ 
bly impressed on him that Shan-tao was his human master and savior. He 
had the second dream when writing the Senchakusbu , the fruit of the matu¬ 
ration of his faith in the recitative nenbutsu. These two dream-state encoun¬ 
ters with his teacher allow us to sense the vital pulse that throbbed in 
Honen’s Pure Land doctrine, in other words, the way in which in his life the 
doctrine gradually blossomed into spiritual events. 

Second are Honen’s nenbutsu zanmai experiences. His practice of reciting 
the nenbutsu upwards of sixty thousand times a day gave rise at times to 
spiritual events in the depth of his psyche. These events are crystallized in 
his Senchakusbu , which can be read as a cipher of his lived spiritual reality. 
Nicholas Cusanus (1401—1464) remarks: “It is said that the term God 
comes from the verb theoro (I see); because God himself is present in our 
realm, as it were, as vision is in the realm of color. One speaks of the 
attainment of samadbi (J. sanmai) when, after the mind has become calm 
and quiet through the nenbutsu , and true wisdom and insight have arisen, 
one feels and sees the realm of the Buddha before one s very eyes. Samadbi 
is thus an extremely intense experience of our faculty of vision. Such vision, 
arising spontaneously and unbidden, as a result of repeated nenbutsu recita¬ 
tion, is central to Honen’s religious experience. 


The Record of Honen’s Samadhi Experience 

In the Saiho shinan sho (Written instructions on the West), of which there 
exists a handwritten copy alleged to be in his hand (the so-called Takada-bori), 
there is a chapter that records Honen’s samadbi experiences. In statements 
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such as “the Shonin wrote this down during his life” (at the outset of the 
chapter) and “this is a record from the hand of the Shonin himself” (end of 
chapter), the text claims to be based on a record of Honen himself, and it 
is printed among Honen s works as the Sctnitiai hottokuki. The record spans 
the period from 1198, when the sixty-five-year-old Honen composed the 
Senchakushu , to 1206, when he was seventy-three. 

The record for 1198 reads: 


On the seventh day of the first month 1 started my nenbutsu practice as usual. 
During that day I had some clear visions [of the Pure Land]. It was all so nat¬ 
ural and clear. On the second day I naturally realized the visualization of the 
water. On the seventh day of my nenbutsu practice, I had a view of the lapis 
lazuli section of the visualization of the ground. On the morning of the 
fourth day of the second month the lapis lazuli ground appeared to me in 
detail. Six days later at night 1 had a vision of the jewelled pavilions. These 
appeared to me again on the morning of the seventh day. From the first day 
ot the first month to the seventh day of the second month, for thirty-seven 
days, 1 recited the nenbutsu constantly, seventy thousand times a day. On the 
strength of this I obtained the five visualizations of the water, the ground, 
the jewelled trees, the jewelled ponds, and the jewelled pavilions.... On the 
morning of the twenty-second day of the ninth month, the ground appeared 
to me c ear y an distinctly. Around it the ground was terraced in about 

ei f / f VC S ^ terwar< ^ s > In the late night and morning of the twenty- 
third day, I had again this clear and distinct vision. 


This is a detailed report of the various elements of paradise appearing 
naturally of themselves during the practice of the nenbutsu, when the con¬ 
tinuation of the nenbutsu had produced a state of serene and calm concen¬ 
tration. These spiritual experiences were thus not obtained by Honen’s own 
^ r er ’ su P ernatura lly appeared from beyond. They were not sought as 
0 * s re P et *tion of the nenbutsu, but were spontaneous, unbidden 
manifestations of his deep contemplative life. 

The record for 1200 has the following accounts: 


(visinn S rif" 0 0 ^ m T h ' ^ VC V ' S ’ 0ns C ^ e P ure Land, among which the chisokan 
whatever I LTdo^ng^^ ' n accordance with m y mental states - 


On the fourth day of the first month, the great bodies of the three Honored 
Unes appeared to me. 


From this we learn that, in his constant nenbutsu practice, Honen obtained 
a state of playfully dwelling in the Pure Land and meeting there the Bud¬ 
dha. While applying myself solely to saying the Name of Amida, I see the 
glories of the Pure Land. How delightful!” 
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The year 1201 brings the following: 

In the later part of the night of the eighth day of the second month, I heard 
the voices of birds and the music of harps, flutes, and the like. Later, day by 
day, I could listen at will to these sounds, and heard, for instance, the sounds 
of a court flute. All kinds of sounds. On the fifth day of the first month the 
face of Mahasthamaprapta Bodhisattva, big enough to be the face of a figure 
about five meters tall, appeared behind the statue of the Bodhisattva. And 
on the sixth day, I had again that vision, but now, for the first time, there was 
a ground of blue lapis lazuli on the four sides of my seat, for about one level. 

Finally, in 1206 there is a record of the following samadbi experience: “On the 
fourth day of the first month, while practicing the nenbutsu , the great bod¬ 
ies of the three Honored Ones appeared. It happened again the next day.” 

For Honen, samadbi experiences sealed his religious conviction, as he him¬ 
self testified when he wrote in the Senchakushu: “I rely solely on Shan-tao, 
since he is the one who appeared to me in samadbi." These samadbi experi¬ 
ences follow a pattern. The visions of the adornments of paradise, described 
above, belong to what are called “the dependent and proper rewards” and 
“the true and provisional views.” Their content and order hark back to the 
thirteen visualizations of the contemplative good in the Meditation Sutra. 

These experiences produced in Honen a state of joy and certitude, in 
which the Pure Land as experience and the Pure Land in an ontological 
sense can be said to come together. Words from his last years attest how 
vivid the Pure Land heaven was to him: 

I rejoice in the years piling up and ready to topple over, since I see it as the 
Pure Land finally having come near. Feeling my life getting weaker with 
every night makes me see that I shall soon be able to leave this defiled land 
behind. I reckon the end of life to be the end of sorrowful birth-death, and 
expect the time of death to be the end of all troubles. I look forward to that 
moment, for then 1 shall go to the Pure Land and sit on the lotus throne of 
Kannon Bodhisattva come to welcome me. Birth in the Pure Land is some¬ 
thing that cannot come soon enough, you know. I am in a hurry to finish 
with this life. How I love Paradise! May this life end quickly! 

These words manifest his joy in the expectation of birth in the Pure Land. 
They are like a bubbling over of his ardent desire for the paradise of Amida 
Buddha. To his disciples, the very existence of the founder is a stirring of 
the spirit of life; it was because he sensed this life welling up within him 
that he could declare: “I shall certainly go back to Paradise, since I am 
somebody who was originally there.” 

Exclusive recitation of the Name means that human life every moment, 
in each of its breaths, is the passageway to the experiential Pure Land of 
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Namu Amida Buddha; and in the seeing of the “adornments of the Pure 
Land” the ontological character of the Pure Land is intimated. This is not 
merely an explained Pure Land; with the continuation of the nenbutsu 
recitation, Namu Amida Butsu, as its locus, the call-and-answer relation¬ 
ship between the self that pronounces the nenbutsu and Amida Buddha is 
realized, and it can be said that it is precisely this “locus” that manifests the 
Pure Land. This is why Honen’s nenbutsu experience crystallized into the 
state of mind he described in these words: “When alive, the merits of the 
nenbutsu pile up; when I die, I go to the Pure Land. In either case there is 
nothing to worry about in this world; both life and death are thornless.” 

When banished to Shikoku at the age of seventy-four, Honen was able to 
console his disciples with the words: “Mountains and seas may divide us, 
but we are sure to meet again in that Pure Land. Man is a being who goes 
on living even when he grows weary of life and dies even when he loves 
life.” Here, he clearly expressed his idea of “reunion in the Pure Land.” For 
all the people he came into contact with on his journey to the place of exile 
he found words that reverberated in their hearts: “All places where the 
sound of ?ienbutsu recitation, Namu Amida Buddha, is heard, be they lofty 
or lowly, even including the huts of pearl divers and fishermen, are sacred 
to me.” Such words attest a serene awareness that every place where the 
nenbutsu is heard is in tune with the life of Amida Buddha, the blowing of 
the spirit. It was because they could intuitively sense this attitude of his that 
people came to find in Honen the image of a savior. 


The Doctrinal Legacy 

All this tells us that the doctrine of the Pure Land, as inwardly attested to 
by Honen, gradually took shape by way of his samadhi experiences. In other 
words, it was with Honen’s nenbutsu experience as its inner reality, and from 
there out, that the doctrinal system of the recitative nenbutsu found expres¬ 
sion. It is from the womb of the samadhi experience that Honen’s doctrinal 
legacy was born. 

The content of the doctrine of the recitative nenbutsu , as Honen estab¬ 
lished it on the basis of the three Pure Land sutras, can be summarized as 
follows: Ordinary people, who cannot cut off their passions, obtain birth in 
the Pure Land paradise through the Vow Power of Amida Buddha, if they 
recite the nenbutsu. 

1. The goal of faith is the Pure Land, that is, the world of the fulfillment 
of Amida’s vows, as taught in the Siitra of Immeasurable Life and the 
Amida Siitra (the Longer and Shorter Pure Land sutras). This world, 





PURE LAND 


217 


which lies innumerable countries to the West, has “form," namely, the 
three kinds of adornments. 

2. The object of faith is Amida Buddha, that is, the fulfilled body of the 
Buddha that was perfected as a result of the fulfillment of the vows of 
Dharmakara Bodhisattva, as taught in the Sutra of Immeasurable Life . 

3. The means of faith is the nenbutsu , that is, the form of nenbutsu select¬ 
ed in Amida’s Primal Vow for the salvation of common mortals 
(bonbu), namely, the recitative nenbutsu. 

Honen taught that it is precisely the eighteenth vow, the “vow of birth 
through nenbutsu , that was intended for the salvation of common mortals. 
He called it the “King Primal Vow.” Through Honen, who was deeply con¬ 
scious of himself as a common mortal, the Pure Land school is characterized 
by a doctrine and a salvific practice adapted to the capabilities of common 
mortals. Common mortals always concretize their thought in things that 
have a shape and they live within a project characterized by the imagina¬ 
tive (thinking in concrete images), the responsive (answering to a call), and 
the vocal (voicing their thoughts). To have a reality rooted in that essential 
project of the common person, the doctrine must indicate a direction and 
present a form. This is exactly what the doctrine of birth by nenbutsu into 
the Western Paradise of Amida does. Honen, adapting himself to the nature 
and capacities of ordinary people, strongly underlined the “having-form” 
character of the Pure Land, the historico-personal character of Amida Bud¬ 
dha, and the responsive and vocal character of the rienbutsu. He used to tell 
his disciples to recite the nenbutsu “in the midst of passion, if passion arises”; 
“as you are by birth: if a good man, as a good man; if a bad man, as a bad 
man.” For it was with common mortals in view that Amida chose the nen¬ 
butsu as the practice for becoming “rightly settled.” 

The Senchakushu explains the excellence and easiness of the recitative nen¬ 
butsu in five points: 

1. Nenbutsu, as the practice for Birth, has priority over all else. 

2. Nenbutsu is the practice, indicated in the Primal Vow, that leads all sen¬ 
tient beings to Birth in complete equality, since it can be practiced 
whenever, wherever, and by whomsoever, without hindering other 
practices. 

3. Amida’s Holy Name embraces all inward and outward powers and 
virtues of Amida Buddha. 

4. Thought (remembrance) and voice (recitation) are one. 
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5. Responding without fail to the acts in thought, word, and deed of 
those who say the nenbutsu , Amida Buddha will save all and, when they 
are dying, will come to meet them and take them to his Pure Land. 

What the recitative nenbutsu taught by Honen offers is this: equality of 
all people within the personal relationship with Amida Buddha; the possi¬ 
bility of living in a world of call-and-response, wherein thought and voice 
correspond and an answer comes when one calls; and, when present life 
comes to an end, the prospect of birth in the Pure Land, guided there by 
Amida himself. This doctrine of salvation pulsates with a deep and univer¬ 
sal insight into the reality of the human condition. 


Jodoshu: The Heirs to the Legacy 

As the roots of grass spread naturally in the earth, so Honcn’s nenbutsu 
entered the hearts of nameless common people. The doctrine was greeted 
as a grace of salvation, like rainfall after a dry spell, for people living in this 
world of sin and defilement, burdened still more by the consciousness of the 
advent of the Latter Days. It injected a spiritual richness into their lives in 
the midst of political and economical upheaval. Those who placed their 
trust in Honen ranged from courtiers and advisors to the emperor, nobles 
and warriors, to courtesans, fisher folk, and the like. We can see the figure 
of Honen, moving among these people, recommending to them the nen¬ 
butsu practice in a conversational atmosphere, and offering them the means 
of salvation. These beginnings naturally led to the formation of a religious 
sect in the form of a community of people sharing the same faith. 

Along with doctrinal divergences among the leading disciples—Shoko 
Bencho, Kosai, Ryukan, Zennebo Shoku, and Shinran—Honen’s nenbutsu 
doctrine branched out into different schools, each of which emphasized dif¬ 
ferent aspects. This diversity may be said to testify to the greatness of 
Honen s personality and doctrine, but it also proves that the nenbutsu expe¬ 
rience can take on different forms according to the person. 

The orthodox mainstream of the Jodoshu derives from Bencho. In his 
Tetsu Senchakushu , a commentary on the Senchakusbu, he attempted to bring 
the doctrine of his master in line with general Buddhism, by defining its 
basic concepts on the basis of Nagarjuna’s treatises. Despite these efforts at 
accommodation, the work indeed grasps H5ncn’s doctrine and practice in 
a thoroughgoing {tetsu) way. Ryochu (1199—1287), who became Bencho’s 
disciple in 1236 and studied under him, and who was active in the Kanto 
region as an orthodox representative of the Honen community, followed 
Bencho’s example in interpreting Honen’s doctrine in the light of general 
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Buddhist concepts. Ryochu’s disciple, Ryoe Doko (P-1330/1), collected 
Honen s doctrinal tracts, sermons, letters, and so forth in his Kurodani Shonin 
gotoroku (Record of words by the Saint of Kurodani), with the intention of 
conserving them for posterity. In this way there gradually took shape a lin¬ 
eage of the Jodoshu, with Honen as founder, Bencho as second patriarch, 
and Ryochu as third patriarch, within which Honen’s writings and sermons 
were preserved and catalogued. 

The seventh patriarch, Shogei (1341-1420), by establishing within the 
doctrine of the Jodoshu the two branches of “precepts” and “doctrines,” 
aimed at elevating his school from an “inhabiting” status to an autonomous 
one. He established a system for t|ie education of the school’s priests and 
organized a code of rituals proper to the school in his Goju soden (Fivefold 
Transmission). In this way Honen’s spiritual legacy came to be transmitted 
and developed systematically as the doctrinal system of an independent 
school. 

In the Edo period, the basic code of the modern Jodoshu, called Genna 
jdmoku (Regulations of the Genna Era) was formulated and, under the 
patronage of the Tokugawa regime, the structure of the sect and its tem¬ 
ples was systematized, with the temples of Zojo-ji in the Kanto area and the 
Chion-in in the Kansai area as strongholds. However, under the umbrella 
of this political and economic patronage, the doctrine gradually became 
complicated and intellectualistic. It moved away from the doctrine that had 
been able to captivate the hearts of the ordinary people in their actual lives. 
The “bouquet” of Honen’s recitative nenbutsu , in other words, the practice 
of a means of salvation made to the measure of ordinary mortals, was lost. 
This problem has everything to do with the question of how Honen’s Pure 
Land doctrine has been transmitted and developed during the “closed coun¬ 
try” (s akoku) period and in the maelstrom of Japan’s modernization in the 
Meiji period and beyond. 


The Legacy in Modern Times 

During the three hundred years of the national isolation policy, the Jodoshu 
was efficiently organized as a religious body, but with this consolidation as 
a sect its doctrine tended to take on a conservative and apologetic charac¬ 
ter. However, a movement to revivify the mummified Pure Land doctrine 
was initiated by people such as Nincho (1645-1711), Muno (1683-1719), 
and Tokuhon (1758-1816). This revival movement of the so-called Shase- 
ha and Jodoritsu groups stressed the practice of the precepts and promoted 
a normative lifestyle for nenbutsu practitioners. 
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At the beginning of the Meiji years an anti-Buddhist iconoclastic move¬ 
ment (haibutsu kishaku) was unleashed against Buddhism and its temples in 
the whole of Japan, and the influence of State Shinto soon became strong. 
Meanwhile, the newly enacted “open country” policy allowed Western 
thinking and religion to stream into Japan as if a dam had been broken. 
The task of modernizing Buddhism became the order of the day. Concrete¬ 
ly speaking, this happened mainly through the meeting with Christianity. 
In this encounter, two opposite reactions quickly surfaced: one of rejection, 
and one of eager absorption, of Western thought, including Christian 
thought. An ecclesiastical leader of the Jodoshu at the time, Ugai Tetsujo 
(1804—1891), convinced that the eagerness to adopt Western culture would 
spell the rejection of Buddhism, preached the exclusion of foreign doctrine 
and promoted, along with others, anti-Christian polemics (haijaron ). 

However, a number of new faith movements, keen to breathe new life 
into the transmission of Honen’s teaching, chose to go in the same direc¬ 
tion as Japan’s modernization. Around 1920 Yamazaki Bennei’s (1859- 
1920) ‘ Illuminism” (kornyoshiigi) and Shiio Benkyo’s “Symbiotism” (kyd- 
seishugi) emerged within the Jodoshu. Yamazaki Bennei stressed as the gist 
of Honen’s Pure Land doctrine the adoption of the believer into the light 
rays of Amida Buddha. A life of light thus became the central theme: to go 
through the present life in a spiritual way, believing in Amida as the only 
Great Parent” and obtaining Amida’s spiritual light of mercy and wisdom, 
to finally enter into the eternal light. Noteworthy is his adoption of Chris¬ 
tian terms: he invokes Amida with the words ‘‘Oh, Great Parent,” trans¬ 
lates Buddha-nature as “spirituality,” Buddha’s compassion as “grace,” the 
Primal Vow as the Holy Will,” and also uses terms such as “the Spirit” or 
the Great Spirit.” On his side, Shiio Benkyo drew Honen’s Pure Land doc¬ 
trine in the direction of social action. Religion, he taught, does not aim 
merely at the liberation of the individual, it must liberate socially and real¬ 
ize a Pure Land of true symbiosis. 

These two visions are far apart: while Illuminism focuses on the core of 
Jodoshu, promoting the nenbutsu experience of the individual, Symbiotism 
reads the realization of social symbiosis into Honen’s Buddhism. Yet they 
share an important point: the idea that Honen’s doctrine is not merely about 
a future world after death, but rather a guide to living rationally and effi¬ 
ciently as an individual and in society. Especially in the Taisho era (1912— 
1926) and up to the middle of the Showa era (1926—1989), both movements 
drew much attention as modern forms of Jodoshu faith and acting as a strong 
stimulus to revise the traditional understanding of Honen’s Pure Land doc¬ 
trine. They attracted many talented people, and are still alive today. 
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From 1964 onwards, the Chion-in head temple of the school has been 
promoting the so-called otetsugi (“from hand to hand”) movement: activities 
aiming at adapting and reanimating Honen’s nenbutsu in our present cul¬ 
ture. This is noteworthy as a faith movement backed by the organization 
itself. In the above three faith movements, we can see a contribution of 
Honen’s nenbutsu doctrine to the modernization of Japanese Buddhism, and 
the creative significance of Honen’s spiritual legacy in the present. 
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III. Shinran’s Way 

Alfred Bloom 


S hinran (1173—1262) is revered as the founder of Jodo Shinshu. The 
name means the school of the true teaching (the essence) of the 
Pure Land (tradition). The Chinese Pure Land teacher Shan-tao 
(613-681) used the same term to describe his teaching. 


Shinran’s Life and Character 

Shinran’s career unfolded amid the turmoil attending the decline of the 
effete, aristocratic Heian age (794—1185) and the onset of the more vigor¬ 
ous, at times brutal, warrior epoch of Kamakura (1 185—1333). Born into 
the Hino family, a branch of the Fujiwara clan, Shinran entered monastic 
life at the age of nine, along with his father and two brothers, as a result ol 
the changing social and political fortunes of the family. He began his stud¬ 
ies and practice as a monk on Mount Hiei, reputedly receiving ordination 
under the tutelage of the abbot Jien. Aristocrat and poet, Jien 
^^-^"■1225), like his elder brother Kujo Kanezane, was sympathetic to 
Honen s Pure Land movement. Shinran, in addition to acquiring the Bud¬ 
dhist erudition later displayed in his writings, also had experience of tradi¬ 
tional Pure Land practices on Mt. Hiei, for he served as a closo , a temple 
priest, in the Hall of Perpetual Nenbutsu (jdgyd-zammaidd) that Ennin had 
established and in which were held memorial services on behalf of deceased 
royalty and aristocracy. 

After twenty years of discipline and practice, Shinran experienced deep 
spiritual anxiety for his future deliverance or enlightenment. To resolve his 
crisis, he undertook a period of intense meditation in the Rokkakudo in 
Kyoto. It was popularly believed that Prince Shotoku had established this 
temple, which enshrined Kannon (Avalokitesvara), the Bodhisattva of 
Compassion. For one hundred days Shinran contemplated his life. On the 
ninety-fifth day he had a dream-vision in which Kannon appeared to him, 
announcing that he would take a feminine form as his helpmate. 

As a consequence of these experiences, in 1201 Shinran left Mount Hiei 
and entered the Pure Land community of Honen in Yoshimizu in the heart 
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of Kyoto. His motive for leaving was a deep awareness of his own spiritual 
inadequacy and failure. Though he had practiced and studied for some 
twenty years, he realized that he could not fulfill the rigorous ideals of 
Tendai practice. He had no more assurance of his final enlightenment than 
when he began. He sought relief from the pain of this disillusion with him¬ 
self in the Pure Land teaching, and was greatly encouraged when Honen 
personally assured him that even the most evil person, even a sinner such 
as himself, was embraced by the unconditional compassion of Amida Bud¬ 
dha. Shinran spent the remainder of his life plumbing the deep implications 
of H5nen’s principle of sole practice of nenbutsu (senju nenbutsu). 

Shinran studied for six years with Honen. During this time he resolved 
his doubts and became a leading disciple. Honen permitted him to copy his 
epochal work Sencbakushu , the manifesto that established the Pure Land 
teaching as an independent sect. Shinran also drew a portrait of the master. 
At this time Honen, as a result of a dream, changed Shinrans name, 
Shakku, which he had earlier given him, to Zenshin. It was later that Shin¬ 
ran adopted the name by which he is now known. The changes in name 
reflect development in spiritual status or understanding. Honen s high 
esteem for Shinran was fully reciprocated. Shinran constantly maintained in 
his writings that he was merely a faithful disciple of Honen, transmitting 
the true meaning of his teaching, and when he took issue with other disci¬ 
ples, it was on the basis they had misinterpreted the master. 

In 1207 apparent indiscretions of some of Honen s disciples led to the 
abolition of the community and exile from Kyoto for Honen and his major 
disciples, including Shinran. Shinran s keen sense of justice appeared in his 
outspoken criticism of the government authorities, the Buddhist establish¬ 
ments in Mt. Hiei and Nara, and the Confucian scholars, who had colluded 
in inflicting this persecution. He pointed out that there had been no seri¬ 
ous investigation of the charges. Honen was sent to Tosa in Shikoku, while 
Shinran went to Kokubu in Echigo in the region of present Niigata. They 
never met again. 

It was perhaps at this time that Shinran married Eshin-ni. His dream- 
vision of Kannon may have been a presage of this marriage, for while there 
are various theories about the identification and number of Shinran s wives, 
Eshin-ni is the only one clearly known to history and her role in his life was 
that of a faithful helpmate. Their marriage produced a family with six chil¬ 
dren and set the pattern for Shin Buddhist clergy thereafter. We possess a 
collection of letters written by Eshin-ni that contain much information 
about their living conditions, state of health, and family relationships. These 
letters, discovered in 1921, confirm Shinran’s presence on Mount Hiei, and 
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26. Shinran (1173-1262). 


his discipleship with Honen. They are significant in the absence of any 
record of Shinran’s association with Honen in Jodoshu sources, the tradition 
claiming direct lineage from Honen. 

In his dream Shinran had also seen the suffering masses in the distant 
eastern provinces of Japan. This vision became reality when after five years 
in exile the banishment was lifted and Shinran moved with his family to the 
village of Inada in Kashima (Ibaraki Prefecture today). Here he spent more 
than twenty years, from 1212 to 1235, propagating Pure Land teaching 
among the peasants and townspeople far from the centers of cultural and 
political power. He lived quietly, cultivating his spiritual insight and 
thought. Gradually, however, he acquired several disciples, creating a nas¬ 
cent community. Some scholars have suggested that during his long period 
of residence in this area his followers numbered in the thousands. 

He spent the last thirty years of his life in Kyoto, surviving at first on 
modest means. He lived for a while with a brother and received donations 
from followers who came to visit him. His wife in later years returned to 
Echigo, her native home, to spend her last years there. It was Shinran’s 
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daughter Kakushin-ni (1224-1283) who tended to him towards the end. 
During the last years of his life, in order to keep faith with his followers, 
Shinran was forced to disown his eldest son, Zenran, who apparently mis¬ 
represented Shinran in a dispute among the disciples in the east. Still, some 
of Shinran’s most significant teaching was articulated in this final period. 
Shinran passed away quietly in 1262 at the advanced age of ninety years. 

Shinran was held in the highest esteem by those who knew him well. In 
a letter to her daughter Eshin-ni relates that she once saw him in a dream 
as a manifestation of Kannon Bodhisattva. Further, according to the third 
abbot Kakunyo’s biography (Godensho), a disciple, Ren’i, saw him in a 
dream as a virtual incarnation of Amida Buddha. Perhaps the most illumi¬ 
nating source for assessing Shinran’s character is his own writings. His 
major scholarly work, the Kydgydshwshd , 1 along with his commentaries, 
exhibits a wide knowledge of the tradition and a penetrating critical 
insight. Versed in the use of language, he drew subtle shades of meaning 
from Buddhist terms to express his new insights and to justify his reinter¬ 
pretation of Buddhism. He was a poet, giving lyrical expression to his 
teaching in wasan (hymns in Japanese style). People could sing or recite 
them as an aid to memory and thereby receive the teaching in a form com¬ 
prehensible to unlettered people. 

Shinran’s letters show his thoughtful responses to disciples questions and 
to problems of heresy. He wrote to his disciples in honorific terms, showing 
them high respect, regardless of social status. He was egalitarian, using the 
terms dobo dogyo , which mean brother companion and practitioner (on the 
way). His teaching betrays no class distinctions, for all people receive their 
faith equally from Amida Buddha. He was not aggressive or strongly 
assertive in spreading his teaching, but showed great sympathy and empa¬ 
thy for people, weeping on hearing of the death of a disciple, or laboring to 
make the teaching accessible to the ordinary person through careful expla¬ 
nations. He affirmed tradition, but his personal religious experiences 
opened his eyes to new possibilities of interpretation. His thought embod¬ 
ies a universal vision of Amida Buddha’s unconditional compassion and 
non-discriminating wisdom, transcending all social, sexual, moral, and reli¬ 
gious distinctions. 

His Teaching 

As we turn to consideration of Shinran’s teaching, we should note that his 
interpretation challenged Buddhist tradition as a whole, represented chiefly 
by the Tendai tradition, which he studied in his earlier years, and the various 
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strands of Pure Land teaching propagated by the successors of Honen, as 
well as the general Pure Land teaching that is a part of all major Mahayana 
schools. He particularly stressed the term “true teaching of the Pure Land” 
(Jodo Shinshu). He did not treat this as the distinctive name of his move¬ 
ment, since he had no explicit intention to start a new sect. Nevertheless, 
the distinctive, critical character of his teaching naturally gave rise in later 
times to an independent sect claiming to promote the true Pure Land 
teaching among the other representatives of that tradition. 

Shinran claims in his writings, as already mentioned, that his interpreta¬ 
tion represents the true meaning of Honcn’s teaching, rooted in the history 
of Buddhism from India, to China, through Korea to Japan. This teaching 
is presented as an alternative to all other forms of Buddhism, which are 
essentially elitist in character and generally inaccessible to the ordinary per¬ 
son, both in the style of practice and the complexity of the teaching. That 

is, they are not truly universal in establishing the layperson as equal to the 
monk. 

In order to legitimate his teaching, Shinran set out a spiritual lineage 
that provided a basis for his own position. He designated seven great teach¬ 
ers. Nagarjuna (second or third century) and Vasubandhu (fourth century) 
in India; T’an-luan (476-542), Tao-ch’o (562-645), and Shan-tao 
(613-681) in China; and Genshin (942-1017) and Honen (1133-1212) in 
Japan as the links in the transmission of Pure Land doctrine, culminating 
in his own teaching. According to Shinran, each teacher had significant 
insights into the meaning of Amida Buddha’s Primal Vows and confirmed 
t e way to rebirth in the Pure Land and enlightenment through the nen- 
utsu of true faith as the central meaning of Sakyamuni’s teaching. Shinran 
i not believe that he was inventing this tradition. He saw himself as shar- 
ng t e correct understanding of it, on the basis of his own experience and 
stu y. Historically there had been several strands in the transmission of 
ure Land teaching from China to Japan. However, Shinran goes beyond 
t e historical data to give a buddhalogical meaning to the transmission as 
t e manifestation of Amida’s Vow in human history. He expresses this in his 
Hymn of True Faith ( Nenbutsu-shoshinge) in the Kydgydshinsbo. 

Shinran s teaching mirrors his religious experience during his long resi¬ 
dence in the monastery on Mount Hiei and his association with Honen, as 
well as his subsequent life among the peasants and townspeople in the east¬ 
ern provinces. As a result of his varied experiences, Shinran developed a dis¬ 
tinctive interpretation of traditional Buddhism and the Pure Land teaching 
that transformed the meaning of religious life and opened a new alternative 
in the unfolding of Buddhist religious insight through history. 
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Essentially, Shinran based his interpretations on his strong conviction 
that one’s final enlightenment could not be attained by any self-motivated, 
self-striving (self-powered) practice or discipline. It was his perception, 
resulting from his own despair and disillusionment, that the pervasive, 
ineradicable egoism and passion that drove his life also rendered religious 
practices ineffective. He learned from his own experience that all human 
activity is entangled with ego interest, putting it fundamentally at odds 
with the goal of Buddhist spirituality—to rid the self of such ego interest. 
He declared: 

Even though I take refuge in the Jodo Shinshu 
It is difficult to have a mind of truth. 

I am false and untrue, 

Without the least purity of mind. 

We men in our outward forms 
Display wisdom, goodness and purity. 

Since greed, anger, evil and deceit are frequent, 

We are filled with naught but flattery. 

With our evil natures hard to subdue, 

Our minds are like asps and scorpions. 

As the practice of virtue is mixed poison, 

We call it false, vain practice. 2 

Shinran held that it was impossible for the ego to purify itself sufficiently 
to achieve enlightenment as defined by the various Buddhist traditions to 
his time. As a consequence, he rejected the Tendai institutions of Mount 
Hiei, where the variety of approaches to practice were premised on this 
effort. 

Shinran’s search led him to Honen, who proclaimed that the nenbutsu 
(here recitation of the name of Amida Buddha) had been given by the Bud¬ 
dha for such defiled people of the Last Age (mappo) in order to enable them 
to be born in the Pure Land, where they could attain perfect purity and 
enlightenment. Nevertheless, Shinran came to understand that this prac¬ 
tice had the same premise as the general Buddhist approach. Therefore, it 
may itself be undertaken as a self-striving effort to gain purity. 

He saw that if deliverance were to be truly sure and universally available, 
as Honen had taught, it must be completely the result of the Buddha’s 
effort and owe nothing to finite, unstable human striving. Therefore, Shin¬ 
ran stressed the principle of absolute Other-Power, expressed through the 
fulfillment of Amida Buddha’s forty-eight primal vows and their associated 
ideals portrayed in the Larger Pure Land Sutra. These vows state that if the 
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Buddha fails to establish a particular spiritual condition for all beings, then 
he will not accept the highest enlightenment only for himself. According to 
the Sutra, all the vows were brought to perfection. Hence, the spiritual 
fulfillment of all beings is assured, thanks to the power of the Buddha’s 
realized vows. 

Shinran carried this insight to its logical conclusion: every aspect of reli¬ 
gious experience and reality results from the power of Amida’s vows. His 
writings aim at clarifying this understanding and giving a comprehensive 
interpretation of religious existence. As a consequence, following the gen¬ 
eral perspective of Mahayana Buddhism, he viewed Pure Land soteriology 
from two standpoints, namely, the aspect of going (to the Pure Land, oso) 
and that of returning (from the Pure Land, genso ). The aspect of going 
focuses on the way to rebirth in the Pure Land, emphasizing trust in Amida 
and the recitation of the nenbutsu. The aspect of returning deals with the 
final fulfillment or the goal and end of the soteriological process. Shinran 
placed a strong emphasis on this aspect in order to show that the pursuit of 
enlightenment is not merely a selfish effort, but ultimately ends in working for 
the deliverance and enlightenment of all beings. Still, the entire process is 
based on absolute Other-Power, which is rooted in the Buddha’s vows. 


Within the context of the process for going to the Pure Land, Shinran 
reinterpreted Buddhism and Pure Land teaching in accord with this insight 
into Other-Power. He indicated that religious experience and trust are char¬ 
acterized by two dimensions commonly termed Two Types of Deep Faith 
(nishujinshin ). On the one hand, there is the awareness and understanding 
of the spiritual defilement and incapacity of the person and, on the other, 
the corresponding unconditional compassion and wisdom of Amida Bud¬ 
dha, who embraces beings and never abandons them. In effect, the deeper 
the awareness of one s evil self, the more absolute and embracing is the 
assurance of Buddha’s compassion. 

In the dialectic of the Two Types of Deep Faith, the issue of faith is cen¬ 
tral. The concept of faith or entrusting is, perhaps, Shinran’s most distinc¬ 
tive contribution to the development of Pure Land thought. It is crucial for 
the understanding of practice and soteriology in his thought. 

Shinran interpreted the Larger Pure Land Sutra (which follows the pattern 
of traditional Buddhism with regard to practice) in accord with his view of 
absolute Other-Power. He read the reference to faith in the eighteenth vow 
and its fulfillment passage to indicate that the three minds: sincerity, faith, 
and aspiration for birth in the Pure Land are a unity resulting from Amida 
Buddha s giving (transferring) his infinite virtue to the person. He also read 
the Chinese text of the Sutra in a Japanese linguistic fashion, by adding the 
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honorific verb ending seshimetamaeri to the term ekd, which normally indi¬ 
cates the transfer of the merit of an act made by believers toward their goal. 
This change in grammatical reading alters the import of the text, making 
all transfer of virtue to be only that from the side of the Buddha. Ordinary 
persons cannot contribute any virtue or merit toward their deliverance. 
Faith may be described as single-minded trust endowed by Amida. 

In addition to the principle of absolute Other-Power based on this pas¬ 
sage, Shinran elevated the conception of Amida by asserting that he is the 
Eternal Buddha, on the basis of the fulfillment of the twelfth and thirteenth 
vows, in which the Bodhisattva Dharmakara pledged that he would 
become the Buddha of measureless life and light, compassion and wisdom. 
By virtue of these vows, the Bodhisattva became Amida Buddha. The name 
Amida is a Japanese transliteration of the Sanskrit name Amitayus, or 
Amitabha, names that mean Eternal Life and Infinite Light, respectively. 

However, Shinran used the term ktionjitsujd , a Tendai term indicating the 
absolute eternity of Sakyamuni of the Lotus Sutra , chapter 16, in reference 
to Amida. This word indicated that Sakyamuni Buddha in this chapter was 
without beginning or end, in contrast to other buddhas who had either a begin¬ 
ning and an end, or a beginning and no end. In applying this tenet of the 
Lotus Sutra to Amida Buddha, Shinran was aware that he was going beyond 
the view of the Larger Pure Land Sutra , as the following wasan indicates: 

Since Amida became a Buddha, 

Ten kalpas have passed. So (the Sutra) says. 

But He seems to be a Buddha 

Older than the innumerable mote-dot kalpas. 3 

The Sutra itself teaches that Amida attained Buddhahood through his 
sincere and pure practice in five kalpas or aeons of time, and ten kalpas have 
passed since then in the ancient mythic past. Shinran sees the Sutra story as 
revealing the true nature or meaning of formless, inconceivable reality. 
Amida Buddha symbolizes the eternal Buddha-nature that pervades the 
cosmos and is evident in the aspiration for enlightenment or fulfillment in 
all beings. Amida is, consequently, the universal, unimpeded light/wisdom 
that breaks through spiritual darkness, though itself being without form or 
color. In effect, Amida has form, represented in images or pictures, but 
simultaneously, as ultimate wisdom, has no form. Faith/trust is the realiza¬ 
tion of Buddha-nature that expresses itself in the aspiration to become Bud¬ 
dha for the deliverance of all beings. 

In this way Shinran secures the soteriological process as the dynamic 
working of reality itself. It is not an external force toward which one directs 
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trust. Rather, it is a spontaneous movement within the person, whereby 
trust in Amida is aroused in the moment that one sees the futility of self- 
striving efforts and intuitively realizes that deliverance is only possible 
through the Buddha’s vow. For Shinran, in accord with his understanding 
of Other-Power, faith/trust is the realization of the Buddha-nature or the 
Tathagata’s true mind. 

Though Shinran does not deny the conscious experience of faith as “my” 
faith or believing, he is placing it in a more fundamental spiritual context, 
in which the true mind of Amida’s compassionate intention and promise to 
deliver all beings, as expressed in his vows, is manifested in human experi¬ 
ence as the source of one’s personal trust. Shinran regards this as a “turning 
of the mind or conversion whereby one’s spiritual eyes open to the truth 
of the vows and Other-Power. The Pure Land tradition generally taught 
that the belief in the meritorious recitation of the name was efficacious in 
attaining birth in the Pure Land. Shinran, however, speaks of an inner 
transformation of one’s mind, whereby a firm trust arises that the Buddha 
has embraced us and assures us of our deliverance. It is not merely belief as 
intellectual assent, but strong, inner conviction as awareness of the self- 
evident truth of the vows. 

This conversion and conviction are not brought about in abstraction. 
They arise from religious existence and from encounters with teachers and 
the teaching. Here Shinran has again transformed traditional understand- 
ing. In the general Buddhist view, Pure Land teaching was regarded as an 
updya, that is, as a device given by the Buddha whereby people who could 
not engage in the more demanding, rigorous spiritual disciplines could 
attain birth in the Pure Land by the easy practice of reciting the name. The 
essential practices leading to enlightenment were the meditations and life 
of the monastery. Consequently, Pure Land practice was a subsidiary and 
subordinate path to enlightenment. 

f< Shinran > however, reversed this relationship. He held that the traditional 
Saintly Path practices of the monastery, that is, meditation and morality, 
were the upaya. As in his own case, such practices, resulting in spiritual frus¬ 
tration, failure, and despair, open people’s eyes to their true spiritual state 
and enable them to trust fully in Amida’s vows. 

Reviewing his own experience, Shinran speaks of this as “turning through 
the three vows (sangan tennyu). He saw himself as having lived through 
three of the vows, which symbolized the variety of spiritual approaches in 
Buddhism. The nineteenth vow, for one who “resolves to seek awakening, 
cultivates all the virtues, and single-mindedly aspires to be reborn in my 
land, is the vow that teaches the path to birth in the Pure Land through 






PURE LAND 


231 


cultivating meditation and morality. This may correspond to his experience 
as a monk on Mount Hiei. The twentieth vow, for those who “hear my 
name, fix their thoughts on rebirth in my land, cultivate all the roots of 
virtue, and single-mindedly dedicate this virtue desiring to be reborn in my 
land,” is viewed as attaining birth through the practice of nenbutsu , and may 
correspond to his service in the Hall of Perpetual Nenbutsu as a doso. The 
eighteenth vow, for those who “bring to mind this aspiration for even ten 
moments of thought,” corresponds to the stage of true faith, the stage at 
which Shinran’s his eyes were opened to the fact that the vow, and not one’s 
self-generated practice, was the cause and basis for deliverance. 4 In this 
process, the practice-oriented paths of traditional Buddhism are all prelim¬ 
inary to, and preparation for, the realization of trust in Amida’s vow. 

On the basis of this understanding, Shinran positioned his teaching in 
relation to other sects of contemporary Buddhism. He followed the gener¬ 
al Buddhist practice of critical classification of doctrines, developing a sys¬ 
tem called “two pairs and four levels” (nisoshiju). The two pairs are: cross¬ 
wise (6), which symbolizes Other-Power, and vertical (sbu), which is self¬ 
striving. The second pair is “lengthwise going out” (shutsu) or gradual, and 
“transcending” (cho) or sudden, immediate. Through various combinations 
of these terms Shinran classified all forms of Buddhism, highlighting his 
teaching of absolute Other-Power. Accordingly, in his view, (1) the Hosso 
sect represents the self-striving gradualist approach to enlightenment 
(jushutsu); (2) the general Pure Land tradition and the other disciples of 
Honen, whose interpretations Shinran disputed,, employ the Other-Power 
based practice of nenbutsu in a gradualist, self-striving way for purification 
and merit—that is, the practice is given by the Buddha, but it is employed 
in a self-striving way (oshutsu); (3) the Zen, Tendai, Shingon, and Kegon 
sects arc self-powered direct or sudden traditions (jucho); (4) in contrast to 
all the others, Shinran’s teaching is absolute Other-Power and transcending 
or immediate (ocho). 

We can observe Shinran’s critical approach to the religion of his time in 
the Kydgydshinshd. The initial five chapters of the work clarify and substan¬ 
tiate Shinran’s interpretation of the path to enlightenment and the believ¬ 
er’s final fulfillment. They present the truth of the Pure Land teaching. The 
sixth chapter focuses on Shinran’s evaluation of alternative paths. Where 
the five chapters proclaim Shinran’s Pure Land faith, the sixth chapter 
mounts a critique of the contemporary religious environment. 

Through the use of a variety of texts from Buddhist tradition, Shinran 
employs Pure Land symbolism to show that self-striving practices lead to 
inferior levels of fulfillment. He rejects reliance on folk religious practices of 
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prayer and divination or seeking magical benefits. He shows that the gods 
of the cosmos are subordinate to Buddha and are his supporters. According 
to Shinran, it is important to understand the spiritual character of the age. 
Therefore, he quotes at length the Mappo tdmydki , traditionally attributed to 
Saicho (Dengyo Daishi). Delineating the conditions of the last age in the 
decline of the Dharma, the text states that even though monks do not keep 
precepts, they are to be respected because they represent the dharma. Shin¬ 
ran uses the text to criticize the contemporary Buddhist Order, and perhaps 
also to defend his own decision to marry publicly and give up keeping 
monastic precepts. 

In this chapter he also presents his perspective on the unity of the Pure 
Land teaching despite its diversity in expression and conflicting interpreta¬ 
tions. He distinguishes the surface, manifest teaching (kensho) from the 
implicit, hidden teaching (onmitsu). While the Pure Land Sutras differ in 
their approaches to practice, they are unified in being based on the 
fulfillment of Amida’s vows, which aim at the deliverance of all beings. 

Throughout his writings Shinran asserts that his understanding of Pure 
Land teaching offers immediate assurance of Amida Buddha’s embrace of 
absolute Other-Power in this life, through the transforming experience of 
entrusting in the vow. The guarantee of this status is the eleventh vow: 

May I not gain possession of perfect awakening if, once I have attained 
buddhahood, the humans and gods in my land are not assured of awaken- 
ing, and without fail attain liberation.” In Shinran’s interpretation, this 
means that the believer immediately enters the company of the truly 
assured (shojoju), and attains the stage of non-retrogression (in the bod- 
hisattva path of traditional Buddhism), as well as immediate attainment of 
nirvana upon death. 

He also affirms that upon reaching this status the person is “equal to the 
Tathagata (Buddha) or to Maitreya the future Buddha. In these expres¬ 
sions equality does not mean present identity. Rather, they indicate that the 
causes for our future enlightenment have been firmly established and are 
certain to be realized. In effect, we are virtually buddhas. He illustrates this 
by pointing to the figure of Maitreya who, though still a bodhisattva, is 
commonly referred to as Maitreya Buddha since the cause for his becoming 
the next buddha is already established. With these concepts Shinran trans¬ 
formed the futuristic orientation of birth in the Pure Land to a present cer¬ 
tainty made known through the faith experience. In addition, he implies 
the spiritual equality of all the faithful, who themselves are virtual buddhas. 
He maintained that he had no disciples, because they all had received their 
faith equally from Amida Buddha. 
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The elevated status of the believer counters the principle in Shingon and 
Tendai Buddhism that we become buddhas in this very body (sokusbin jobutsu) 
as a result of the practices of those sects. According to Shinran, we gain our 
spiritual status and assurance through Amida’s vows and not by our own 
strivings. 

In line with his emphasis on the altruistic nature of religious existence, 
Shinran devotes the fourth section of his work to showing that human 
fulfillment means that we return to this world after death to work for the 
deliverance of others, like the bodhisattvas who refuse to enter nirvana, 
unless all other beings share it with them. This is based on Amida’s twen¬ 
ty-second vow, which refers with special favor to “those who, because of the 
vows they took in the past to effortlessly bring all living beings to spiritual 
maturity, don the armor of the Great Vows, amass the roots of virtue, and 
liberate all these beings.” 

Further, in line with his perspective on the altruism of religious existence, 
Shinran also teaches in the fifth section that we become Buddha immedi¬ 
ately on entry into the Pure Land of True Reward established by the twelfth 
and thirteenth vows. In essence both aspects of fulfillment are altruistic, 
since on becoming Buddha and attaining Nirvana, one is identified with the 
salvific reality that constantly works for the deliverance of all beings. 

The altruism of faith, however, is not merely a matter of the future for 
Shinran. Though he denies that we can become buddhas in this life, he con¬ 
stantly describes the Buddha’s true mind, which is the essence of faith, as 
the compassionate mind that seeks the welfare and deliverance of others. He 
states that true entrusting/faith is the adamantine mind (a mind of strong 
conviction). The adamantine mind is the mind that aspires to become Bud¬ 
dha, and this mind desires to save all beings and bring them to birth in the 
Pure Land. 5 He expressed the altruistic spirit of faith in a phrase borrowed 
from the Chinese teacher Shan-tao: to repay the benevolence of the Bud¬ 
dha, he teaches people the faith that he has received (jishinkyonuisbin) . 6 

As we have seen, the soteriological process established by Shinran’s inter¬ 
pretation of Pure Land teaching stresses its absolute Other-Power founda¬ 
tion. Though individuals cannot contribute to their final fulfillment by 
their own efforts, Shinran did not mean that they are simply to be inactive 
or passive in religious life. The issue is the meaning of religious activity. For 
Shinran, religious life is an expression of gratitude for the Buddha’s com¬ 
passion and the assurance of our final enlightenment through our 
faith/trust in the Buddha’s vows. The concrete manifestation of this grati¬ 
tude is the recitation of the name of Amida Buddha (nenbutsu). However, 
gratitude is not exhausted with that recitation. Rather, faith/trust is marked 
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by a compassionate concern to share the teaching and live positively with 
others. For Shinran, ethical existence is not in order to acquire merit but a 
means by which the compassion of the Buddha becomes real in the world. 

Shinran himself was very sensitive to issues of justice. He also took note 
of the unequal distribution of justice, stating in a verse that when a rich per¬ 
son goes to court, it is like throwing a stone into water, while for a poor per¬ 
son it is like throwing water into a stone. He criticized Buddhist institu¬ 
tions and clergy for being lackeys of the state and promoting folk magical 
practices. Hence, they were outwardly Buddhist but inwardly heathen 
(gedo). In effect, they did not represent Buddhist compassion and wisdom. 
Despite the apparent other-worldly character of Pure Land teaching, Shin¬ 
ran gave more attention to religious life in this world, urging his followers 
to respect other faiths; to be compassionate to opponents; to say the nen- 
butsu for the welfare of society and not to obstruct the spread of the dhar- 
ma by antisocial action. 

In conclusion, there are numerous features of Shinran’s understanding of 
religion that are historically and religiously significant for the study of reli¬ 
gion and spirituality. In the first place, Shinran’s interpretation of religious 
reality is comprehensive. It offers a cosmic basis for the soteriological 
process, insight into the human, condition, and aspiration of people for 
ultimate fulfillment, and it establishes a foundation for religious subjectiv¬ 
ity and experience, yielding self-understanding as well as assurance and 
confidence of the truth of the teaching. 

Shinran rejected traditional Buddhist practices, including the quantita¬ 
tive recitation of nenbutsu, as means to attain final enlightenment. He real¬ 
istically observed the pervasive egoistic, defiled nature of human existence, 
which permeates religious practice itself. While attempting to overcome 
the egocentric character of religious endeavors, highlighting the ultimately 
altruistic nature of the soteriological process, Shinran also taught that all 
people, no matter how evil, are embraced by the Buddha’s compassion and 
therefore have a hope they can live by. His understanding of the universal¬ 
ity of the Vow maintains that access to religious reality is not dependent on 
the accidental aspects of life, such as social status, gender, intellectual or 
physical abilities, or even moral and spiritual achievements. Shinran was 
concerned more with the kokoro or state of mind that underlies all human 
activity than with the externals that can give rise to self-righteousness and 
attitudes of superiority. 

Shinran’s approach involves an egalitarian relationship with his followers, 
though they highly esteemed him as their teacher. He was authoritative, 
rather than authoritarian. He rejected the use of magical practices as a 
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means to gain some benefit and security in life, though he sympathized 
with the people who felt the need for such methods. He attempted to lib¬ 
erate people from religious fears and exploitation. He comforted those who 
felt their spiritual weakness deeply, noting that it was for such people that 
the Buddha made his vows with unconditional compassion. He is, perhaps, 
most notable for his success in shifting religious emphasis from the form of 
practice to the spirit of practice. He transformed Japanese traditional reli¬ 
gion from a largely utilitarian quest for self-benefits, material and spiritual, 
to an expression of gratitude for the assurance of enlightenment and a chal¬ 
lenge to make compassion real in society. 


Rennyo 

Shinran’s writings provided the foundation of a new movement. However, 
he did not designate a specific successor. Some disciples were already lead¬ 
ers of sizable bands of followers. Kakushin-ni, his daughter, established a 
mausoleum-shrine where all followers could come and share memories of 
the teacher. In bequeathing the shrine to the whole Shin community, she 
stipulated that the caretaker was to be a lineal descendant of Shinran. This 
initiated the practice of hereditary succession of the abbacy. Her grandson 
Kakunyo (1270-135 1) worked strenuously to unify and institutionalize the 
movement, under the control of the Hongan-ji, as the shrine came to be 
called when it was transformed into a jiin or temple. Ten branches emerged, 
but the Hongan-ji, through Kakunyo and later Rennyo, became the major 
proponent of Shin Buddhism, eventually outdistancing other important 
branches such as Bukkoji-ha and Takada-ha in numbers and influence. 

Though Shinran did not inspire a mass movement in his own time, his 
spirit passed down through the centuries to the eighth abbot, Rennyo 
(1415-1499), who distilled the essence of Shinran’s thought and eloquently 
propagated it in simplicity. Whereas Shinran claimed to represent the true 
understanding of Honen, his master, against other claimants or successors, 
Rennyo, as scion of the Hongan-ji tradition, maintained that he was carry¬ 
ing on the true teaching and spirit of Shinran among the various factions 
that had developed in Shin Buddhism. Shinran’s legacy underwent trans¬ 
formation as a result of the passage of time, institutionalization, and chang¬ 
ing conditions facing the Shin community. Rennyo aimed to revive the for¬ 
tunes of the lagging Hongan-ji, which suffered strong competition from 
other segments of Shin Buddhism. 

Often called the “Restorer of Shinshu,” Rennyo consolidated Shinran’s work 
of opening a new path in Buddhism, one designed for ordinary country folk 
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or townspeople, v/ho could not devote themselves to the rigorous monastic 
discipline and practices that were the means to enlightenment in tradition¬ 
al Buddhism, since they were bound to their land, labors, or families. This 
path brought hope into the lives of vast numbers of people and became the 
basis of an influential, highly elaborate, ecclesiastical institution that has 
endured to the present day in Japan and in branches in the West. 

Rennyo traveled to villages and towns, attracting large numbers of fol¬ 
lowers, and converting Tendai, Shingon, or variant Shin temples to the 
leadership of the Hongan-ji branch. The major vehicle for his transmission 
of the teaching was his letters, which dealt with many issues facing the 
evolving Shin Buddhist institution. These letters attest the clarity and 
earnestness of Rennyo’s instruction. Like Shinran, he had a deep feeling for 
the common person. While he was not, perhaps, as scholarly as Shinran, he 
was a thinker who could articulate the teaching and adapt it to the minds 
of his listeners. 

Rennyo followed his predecessors in upholding the universal embrace of 
Amida s compassion beyond anyone’s deserving, and the nonmagical char¬ 
acter of Shin teaching. Nevertheless, he had to institute rules (okite) to 
restrain the antisocial tendencies or licensed evil (antinomianism) that may 
result from misunderstanding the place of ethical life in Shinran’s teaching 
of Other-Power deliverance through faith/trust alone. For Shinran and 
Rennyo, ethics is an important postfaith condition, as a grateful response to 
the deliverance received. 

Rennyo, however, gave ethics a clearer definition by distinguishing 
between the level of buppo (buddha-dharma), that is, the spiritual dimension 
of faith and birth in the Pure Land, and obo (royal dharma), the secular, 
worldly dimension of Confucian ethical requirements promoted by clan, 
family, and government. Through our religious faith we aspire to, and are 
assured of, birth in the Pure Land, while in society we conform to the laws 
and principles of human relations transmitted through the culture. 

This dualism has pervaded Shin teaching and its role in society to mod¬ 
ern times. Rennyo was decidedly more other-worldly in his emphasis than 
Shinran, highlighting the brevity and fragility of life, most eloquently 
depicted in his letter on White Ashes, which is used in Shin funeral services. 
In its view of the human condition, it stresses the need to rely on the Bud¬ 
dha for deliverance. 

In contrast to the more technical, scholarly character of much of Shin¬ 
ran s writing, Rennyo’s letters simplified Shinran’s understanding of faith, 
employing more frequently the term an jin (serene, peaceful, or tranquil 
mind), rather s\\?Ln shin jin (the trusting, believing mind). According to some 
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scholars, sbinjin is more individualistic, while anjin reflects a more communal 
perspective whereby the embrace of Amida’s Vow is assured by one’s par¬ 
ticipation in the community. In the understanding of the relation of the 
believer and Buddha, Rennyo employed the formula ki-hd-ittai , which indi¬ 
cates the unity or union of the person and the dharma (or the Buddha). 
Anjin is based on the oneness of the believer and the Buddha in the context 
of the community. It is symbolized and expressed in the namu-amida-butsu 
(I take refuge in Amida Buddha) or nenbutsu , in which namu refers to the 
passion-ridden being who takes refuge, and to Amida-butsu , the Buddha 
who embraces. Faith is the attitude of dependence and reliance indicated in 
the phrase much used by Rennyo: tasuke-tamae-to-tanomu. Rennyo inter¬ 
preted this popular plea for the Buddha to save, as a reflection of the yearn¬ 
ing heart moved by Other-Power to aspire for birth in the Pure Land. Nen- 
butsn recitation voices our gratitude for the faith we have received. 

Shinran’s teaching, though not aiming at institutionalization, laid the 
basis for a popular Pure Land movement whose power rested in the con¬ 
viction of the members rather than in great landholdings or political con¬ 
nections. It is characterized by a warm piety which nurtures a lively hope 
of ultimate fulfillment through birth in the Pure Land, a deep gratitude to 
Amida Buddha’s compassion and the tradition that transmitted the teach¬ 
ing, as well as respect toward all powers, divine and human, that order and 
secure worldly life. This piety and devotion has nourished the movement 
through many challenges and changes in Japanese history and continues to 
sustain the community to the present day. 


Notes 

1. The full name of the text is Ken-jodo-shinjitsu-kyd-gyd-sho-monrui , which means 
‘A Collection of Passages on the True Teaching, Practice and Realization of the 
Pure Land (Tradition).” 

2. Alfred Bloom, Shinran's Gospel of Pure Grace , 28-29 {Shi nr an shogyo zensho 
2.527). 

3. Jodc Was an, No. 88. Shinshu Seiten (San Francisco: Buddhist Churches of 
America, 1978) 190. 

4. For the text of the vows, see Luis O. Gomez, trans., Land of Bliss: The Par¬ 
adise of the Buddha of Immeasurable Light (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 
1996) 167-68. 

5. Faith Chapter, Kyogyushinsho (Jodo Shinshu Seiten) (Kyoto: Hongan-ji Shup- 
panbu, 1988) 252. 

6. Faith Chapter, Kyogyoshinsho , 261. 
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The Spirituality of Nichiren 

Laurel Rasplica Rodd 


T he CENTRAL RELIGIOUS change of the Kamakura period “resulted 
from a new affirmation: that an individual of any social or eccle¬ 
siastical standing could immediately reap the full benefits of 
Buddhist salvation, or such lesser benefits as health and prosper¬ 
ity, through some form of direct, personal devotion to a particular buddha, 
bodhisattva, sutra, or saint/’ 1 One of the individuals who practiced and 
preached the new religious life was Nichiren, born in 1222 to a humble 
family in eastern Japan, far from the centers of political and religious 
influence. When one thinks of Nichiren’s role in Japanese religious history, 
it is the blustering, challenging personality that led to a life of conflict with 
the government and other branches of Buddhism that springs first to mind, 
but he himself saw these skirmishes as the consequence of his spiritual life, 
a spirituality so important to him that he felt the responsibility to work to 
establish it throughout Japan regardless of the opposition and danger to 
himself. 

As we trace the changes in Nichiren s understanding of his religious role, 
we are fortunate in the large amount of autobiographical material Nichiren 
left, material by which we may follow the progress of his spiritual life. Espe¬ 
cially in his later years, he wrote copiously to followers, describing and 
interpreting the events that led him ultimately to the belief that he himself 
had inherited the role of the bodhisattva Jogyo (Visistacaritra), whose mis¬ 
sion it was to protect the Lotus Sutra and to propagate it in Japan. These 
accounts reveal a man grappling with contradictory religious texts and the 
turbulent events of his life and times, seeking to reconcile them. Even 
where facts may be debated, we are left a vivid record of Nichiren s contin¬ 
uing interpretation and reinterpretation of his own religious role and spiri¬ 
tual stance. The focus of Nichiren’s spirituality was his personal reading of 
the Lotus Sutra (Saddharmapundarika Sutra) and his increasing certainty as 
the events of his life unfolded that the sutra was a revelation of the destiny 
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of the world and that he'himself was reenacting the events told in the sutra. 
He came to believe that he was in fact d^yoja, one who “read the sutra with 


his life.” 


Tendai, Shingon, and Nichiren 

As a young boy Nichiren had been sent to study at the local Tendai sect 
temple, Kiyosumi-dera, where he learned to pray to the Buddha Amida and 
the esoteric deities and to understand the basic Tendai doctrines. The 
Tendai sect is based on a system by which the contradictions in the various 
Buddhist scriptures are explained as partial truths or accommodations 
meant to lead audiences of differing abilities to understanding. The Lotas 
Sutra and Nirvana Sutra are seen as the culmination and the essence of the 
teaching, but all the other sutras are also studied and practiced as appro¬ 
priate to individuals at different stages of enlightenment. The Tendai 
priests at Kiyosumi-dera taught Nichiren a variety of practices, including 
Amida worship and the secret esoteric practices. Conflict between his grow¬ 
ing faith in the Lotus Sutra and worship of Amida soon led Nichiren to 
abandon his prayers to Amida, but the influence of esoteric ideas and prac¬ 
tice was to dominate his personal syncretization of Tendai philosophy and 
determine the method of worship Nichiren advocated to his followers. 

In the thirteenth century Kiyosumi-dera belonged to the esoteric San- 
rnon branch of Tendai, and the chief object of worship was the bodhisattva 
Kokuzo (Akasagarbha), the central figure of the Taizokai mandala. This 
bodhisattva of wisdom vast as space, sitting upright upon a lotus and hold- 
rng t e sword of wisdom and the jewel of cessation of desires, played the 
central role in the visions and dreams of the young Nichiren, who later 
wrote. ^ From the time I was very young 1 prayed to the bodhisattva 

o uzo to make me the wisest man in Japan.” 2 Meditating upon this bod¬ 
hisattva, Nichiren felt the stirrings of his vocation early in his life. 

Nichiren s affinity for the esoteric tradition is clear from several aspects of 
is thought. The exoteric Buddhist doctrine is that which was preached by 
the historical buddha and was tailored to his audiences' level of under¬ 
standing, while the esoteric doctrine is that preached by the eternal Bud¬ 
dha without the use of pedagogical simplifications or modifications. The 
founder of the Japanese esoteric tradition, Kukai, had traced its transmis¬ 
sion from the Buddha Dainichi to himself, and Nichiren later came to 
believe that he had received the teaching directly from the Buddha Prab- 
hutaratna, the eternal Buddha introduced in the Lotus Sutra. The exoteric 
doctrine states that the experience of enlightenment transcends language, 
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while the esoteric states that a linguistic conveyance is possible via ‘‘true 
words" or mantras. The exoteric tradition believes that enlightenment is a 
gradual process taking aeons of lifetimes to achieve. In the esoteric tradi¬ 
tion, proper practice enables a person to instantly unite with the eternal 
Buddha-nature and attain enlightenment. In the exoteric tradition sentient 
beings are classified according to their spiritual capability. In the esoteric 
tradition all sentient beings are deemed able to realize enlightenment, 
aided by mantras, works of art, and various mental and physical practices. 
The esoteric schools of Buddhism taught that one could attain buddhahood 
or enlightenment in this very body and this very lifetime (sokushin jobutsu ), 
without having to undergo the semblance of death and rebirth into nirvana. 
The means to achieving this enlightenment were mudras and postures of 
meditation, mantras, mandalas, and meditative techniques, and the reason 
sokushin jobutsu was possible was that all sentient beings already possess an 
original, spiritually enlightened character (hongaku) that they must only 
realize. While he did not accept all the esoteric teachings and practices, 
Nichiren did incorporate a mantra, a mandala, and the concept of sokushin 
jobutsu into his faith and practice. 

Mantras, mandalas, and mudras are used to inculcate habits of esoteric 
thinking. The mantra is an instrument for evoking or producing something 
in the mind, a holy formula or magic spell for bringing to mind the vision 
and inner presence of a god. It is used to help the practitioner experience the 
presence of the absolute, or Dharmakaya. In the mantra one hears the voice of 
the Dharmakaya from one’s own body. Mandalas (schematic illustrations), 
like mantras, assist toward suprarational levels of experience and are 
employed to assist students to penetrate levels of awareness. Nichiren chose the 
title of the Lotus Sutra as the basis for both mantra and mandala, instructing 
his followers to recite “Namu Myohorengekyo” (Homage to the Lotus Sutra), 
and creating a mandala consisting of the title of the Lotus surrounded by 
the names of various buddhas, bodhisattvas, and religious figures. 

In the Tendai tradition there is a long history of title exegesis, beginning 
in India with Vasubandhu, but developing especially in China. Efforts were 
made to depict the entire doctrinal content of a sutra within the title itself. 
The tradition was continued in Japan by Saicho, Ennin, and Enchin and 
was the foundation of Nichiren’s conviction that all the merits and teach¬ 
ings of the Lotus are expressed within the five Chinese characters forming 
the title, with mere vocalization of the title being equivalent to chanting 
the entire sutra. 

Another aspect of Lotus exegetical studies was critical division of the 
sutra into halves called honmon and shakumon. The first half, th € shakumon. 
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treats of the historical or manifestation Sakyamuni Buddha. The second 
half, which speaks of the eternal Sakyamuni, was labeled the honmon . Each 
section contains a key chapter believed to express its essence. In the shaktt- 
mon , ^is chapter is the second, “Expedient Devices,” in which the histori¬ 
cal buddha reveals his method of teaching approximations or partial truths 
to lead sentient beings gradually to enlightenment. The essence of the hon- 
mon is the sixteenth chapter, “The Life Span of the Tathagata,” wherein the 
eternal Buddha reveals his existence from the beginning of time and shows 
that the historical buddha is but one of his manifestations. 

The theory of original enlightenment (hongaku shiso), emphasizing that 
all sentient beings are intrinsically Buddha, was influential among all the 
new movements of Kamakura Buddhism and was fundamental to 
Nichiren s philosophy. The “emphasis on direct experiential encounter with 
the Dharmakaya was a contributing factor to the subsequent radically 
empirical tenor of many schools of Japanese Mahayana Buddhism,” 3 includ¬ 
ing that of Nichiren. The innermost spiritual experience is not an experi¬ 
ence of another world but an experience grounded in this world.” 4 The 
ocus on this world and the individual as already enlightened encouraged in 
ichiren a habit of introspection and of attention to himself and the events 
of the life he lived. 

The hongaku concept was introduced in Japanese Tendai by Saicho and 
ater associated with the second half of the Lotus Sutra , the honmon, in 
trast to the shakumon, which presents the theory of gradual enlighten- 
ent. Nichiren, of course, emphasized the teachings of the honmon , as did 
o esoteric Tendai tradition. Nichiren placed his entire faith in the absolute 
eternal Sakyamuni and his words as recorded in the Lotus. After Nich- 
n s death a dispute over the emphasis on honmon alone versus emphasis 
n e two sect ions equally was one source of division among his followers. 
Nichiren’s emphasis upon the absolute or eternal Buddha resembles the 
n 8 0n idealization of Dainichi. Both represent not a drive to an Other but 
a search within for the absolute in both Shingon and Nichiren’s thought 
is actually the ground of one’s own being. Nichiren believed enlightenment 
p ssible for all beings because they need only recognize their own nature, 
, as a result, the world those beings live in, this very world, can be trans- 
ormed into paradise. He interpreted the concept of sokushin jobutsu on a grand 
scale, telling his followers often that the nation could become paradise if all 
ns citizens turned to the Lotus and its teachings. Conversely, he felt urgently 
that all other faiths and practices should be cast aside to achieve this end. 
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Early Study and Convictions 

After his ordination in 1237 Nichiren had set off on a study tour deter¬ 
mined to learn "all the teachings of the Buddha which had been brought to 
Japan, all the discussions by bodhisattvas and commentaries by teachers.” 5 

But as he studied he became uncomfortably aware of the contradictions 
among the surras and among the claims of each to superiority: 

Each of these sects teaches that certain surras and certain commentaries will 
provide understanding of the whole Buddhist scripture and complete com¬ 
prehension of the Buddha's meaning.... But my doubts are difficult to dispel. 
When I look at this world, I see each sect praising itself, but a country has 
only one king.... Is not the Buddhist scripture the same? What sutra should 
one believe? Which is the king of all surras? 6 

Finally he discovered two scriptural passages that allayed his doubts. In 
the Nirvana Sutra he read: “Follow the teaching, not men; the meaning, not 
the word; true wisdom, not shallow understanding.” Nichiren realized that 
he could rely on the doctrine he learned from the surras and that he did not 
need a human teacher to interpret them. The Nirvana Siitta convinced him 
of the truth of Buddha Sakyamuni’s words in the introduction to the Lotus 
Sutra , when he announced that he had preached the law “variously" accord¬ 
ing to the varying natures and needs of living beings, but that he was now, 

in the Lotus Sutra, revealing the Truth. 

As Nichiren read the Lotus, he found what must have been, a surprising 
announcement for the students of the historical buddha: “I have preached 
the Law in many ways, devising many means, but in these more than forty 
years, I have not yet revealed the truth.” In other words, all the teachings 
prior to the Lotus had been teaching vehicles or expedient devices (hoben) 
designed to lead the disciples gradually closer to the truth. The Lotus itself 
is a vast religious allegory: in it the Buddha sits in meditation. Finally a 
light is emitted from his forehead and spreads to illuminate the ten direc¬ 
tions of the universe. This illumination is received as a sign that a great 
teaching, revealing the truth of all life in the universe, is about to be 
preached. Each world sends a representative to hear it, and they arrive at 
the place called Vulture Peak where they are presented with the supreme 
truth, one large enough to explain the causal law in existence before time 
began, but yet specific enough to be relevant to the cause and effect of one 
person’s short subjective lifetime. 

Nichiren returned home to begin preaching the truth of the Lotus Sutra 
and to compose the first of his doctrinal essays summing up his religious 
studies. The “Essay on Attaining Buddhahood with This Very Body” 



244 


JAPAN 


(Kaitaisokushinjobutstigi) 1 shows how profoundly he had been influenced by 
the esoteric teachings. The concept of attaining buddhahood with this body 
was to become a cardinal feature of his later philosophy. However, his insis¬ 
tence on one truth and one practice quickly antagonized the followers of 
Amida in his home district and he was forced to flee to Kamakura. 


Early Preaching in Kamakura 

In Kamakura Nichircn began to attract disciples, including the first whom 
e ordained himself. The established sects had designated ordination halls 
ai an) where new monks were officially accepted into the community, 
ut Nichiren who was by no means part of the religious establishment— 
taug t that it was internal evidence, strength of faith, and efforts in prose- 
ytization and in living the Lotus Sutra' that mattered, and often he wrote 
at e and his disciples were priests “without vows” (mukai) . Nevertheless, 
c lr en believed the doctrine he was preaching was a return to the original 
ai teachings and that his movement belonged within the Tendai order. 
0 is followers Nichiren explained that all other sutras were accommo- 
° nS an< ^ P re bminary teachings that prepared the way for the Lotus Sutrd- 
th c ^ crn that in the Lotus Sutra the Buddha Sakyamuni promised 

Z C ° tus wou ^d be taught to all during the mappo , the final age of the 
t j le f 013 ’ an ^ ra C ^ at man y in J a pan believed had already begun. As hie read 
/ tus ’ Nichiren chose the name by which we now know him: nichi 

(Cha' SU ^^ est | n ^ c ^ e bright light that “lightens the darkness of all beings 
the b P I 21 ’ Supernatural Powers of the Tathagata”) and ren (lotus), f° r 
the * sat tva W ^° r * ses untainted by the world like the lotus rising from 
clear W I water (Chapter 15, Welling Up out of the Earth”), making 
it c S C Cs ^ re to function as a bodhisattva in spreading the truth of the 
Lotus S “*ra to others. 

Nichf 0 W ^° brought the esoteric Shingon teachings to Japan, 

hist lrCn C ° U ^ n0t ^P identifying in part “with an earlier era of Japanese 
ory in which natural phenomena, such as the light, wind, and heavens, 
^ °bfi e d as objects of worship.” 8 He believed that gods (kami) permeated 
fav re y an< ^ P art icip a ted in and encouraged ceremonies seeking their 
ab ? r . Ct ^ ot b be and Kukai were intellectuals whose intellectual analytic 
ties enabled them to systematize doctrine and excel in their studies, 
eirs was a blend of archaic and intellectual, for they internalized the tradi¬ 
tional Shinto notion that kami were embodied within various features of the 
andscape and elements of nature. Like Kukai, Nichiren felt a special tie to 
Amaterasu, the sun goddess and progenitor of the Japanese people, “who 
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participates in and shares the same reality as that upon which she shines." 9 
The estate on which Nichiren had been born belonged to the Ise Shrine, the 
grand shrine of Amaterasu. Where Kukai associated Amaterasu with Dai- 
nichi, w'ho, as the manifestation of the Dharmakaya, permeates all things, 
Nichiren saw a link with the eternal Buddha revealed in the Lotus Sutra. 

The early tie with the Japanese gods and their continued importance for 
Nichiren is related to the ways in which Buddhism incorporated local gods 
as it spread: they were viewed as protectors of the true teaching and of the 
faithful, and they were sometimes seen as alternate manifestations of Bud¬ 
dhas and bodhisattvas. The latter concept is known in Japan as honji-sui¬ 
jaku. Honji is the “fundamental ground” or the “fundamental nature” of all 
things. Sttijaku is the “trace” or the phenomenal manifestation of the fun¬ 
damental nature. Chapter Sixteen of the Lotus Sutra, the central chapter of 
the honmon, forms the basis for the development of the honji-suijaku theory 
in Japan. It speaks of the eternal Buddha, who is conceived as honj. and the 
historical buddha, who is conceived as sttijaku, the emanation of the eternal 
buddha. In the course of Buddhism coming into contact with Shinto 
deities, Japanese folk religion conceived of buddhas and bodhisattvas as 
appearing in this world in the form of Shinto deities to save all beings. 

' Nichiren, as he became convinced of the truth of the Lotus Sutra, refused 
to grant other forms of Buddhism even the right to exist. There is no indi¬ 
cation that he himself engaged in sacrilegious actions against Amida and 
Kannon as was charged in 1271, but there is no doubt that some disciples 
took such action. However, in respect to the native gods, Nichiren was con¬ 
fronted with a problem. Instinctively he identified the kamt with Japan 
itself and he was keenly aware of their importance to. the masses. Using the 
honji-suijaku theory, Nichiren treated every Shinto god as a manifestation of 
the eternal buddha of the Lotus, and he believed the gods had an obliga¬ 
tion to protect followers of the Lotus and to punish their enemies as was 
described in the sutra. Faced with heresies throughout the land, Nichiren 
could only conclude that the gods had abandoned the nation and returned 
to their heavenly.abodes. Nichiren’s attitude toward the kami was ambiva¬ 
lent: he sought their help yet chastised them for neglect of their duties, 
wavering between resentment at their dereliction and certainty that they 
protected him and believers in the Lotus against evil. This ambivalence in 
Nichiren’s own thought was the source of still another split among his fol- 
lowers after his death. 

The very year Nichiren arrived in Kamakura, 1254, an onslaught of 
calamities began: plagues, droughts, famines, typhoons, fires, earthquakes, 
political plots and uprisings, and terrifying eclipses and comets. Nichiren, 
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27. Portrait of Nichircn, painted by Fujiwara Chikayasu in 1282. 


with his literal belief that all beings could attain buddhahood and paradise 
in this very life, looked on in horror. Buddhism seemed to be flourishing. 
Public ceremonies and services were common; philanthropy was increasing. 
The common people were more involved in Buddhist practice and faith 
than ever before. Yet still there was such suffering. 

From Buddhism’s introduction into Japan in the sixth century, it had 
been accepted as a political tool as well as a means to individual salvation', 
as a means to better this world as well as a means to achieve a better state 
in the next life. Several of the sutras, including the Lotus Sutra , were known 
as nation-protecting sutras” (chingo kokka kyd ). Each of these sutras prom¬ 
ises the protection of various gods to the country that reveres the sutra. 
Nichiren dreamed of the accession of an ideal ruler, a wise Confucian-Buddhist 
who believed in the Dharma and would lead the country to faith. Two obli¬ 
gations coalesced for him: the Confucian duty of putting his wisdom to the 
use of the ruler, and the bodhisattva course of working for the salvation of 
all. He set about composing a memorial to the shogunate in which he 
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would recommend the nation-protecting surra that promised to be most 
effective for the times: the Lotus Sutra. 

This was the confirmation of Nichiren’s sense of mission. He began to 
preach that the Tendai sect represented true Buddhism and that, during the 
age of rnappo, the Lotus alone could offer salvation. He announced that the 
reason the imperial family had been forced to suffer political and military 
humiliation was the fact that Japan failed to pay homage to the Lotus and 
had allowed heretical teachings to dominate the land, causing the protec¬ 
tor gods to abandon it. This was a message Nichiren was to transmit the 
rest of his life. 

In Kamakura Nichiren preached in the homes of laymen or at public 
meeting places and began to attract disciples as he continued his own read¬ 
ing and meditation. To warn the rulers of the cause of the disasters the 
country was suffering Nichiren submitted the Rtssho ankokuron of 1260 to 
Hojo Tokiyori, former regent and still a power behind the throne. In it 
Nichiren argued that the calamities befalling the nation were due to the 
return to heaven of the protecting gods as a result of the popularity of 
teachings unsuited to the times. To save Japan, the rulers must put a stop 
to the Amidist heresy and give homage to the Lotus. If no action were 
taken, Nichiren predicted, foreign invasion and civil disturbances would 
result. Although he avoided denouncing the Zen sect, which the Hojo prac¬ 
ticed, Nichiren was officially ignored. However, his hut was attacked by 
Amidist faithful and Nichiren fled the city, returning to Kamakura the fol¬ 
lowing* year to resume preaching. The Amidists then appealed to the 
Kamakura government to have Nichiren charged with slander, a crime 
punishable by death or imprisonment. Nichiren was exiled to Izu, but Hojo 
Shigetoki fell ill and died within the year, which Nichiren interpreted as 
divine punishment. In 1263 Hojo Tokiyori died and Nichiren was pardoned 
and again returned to Kamakura. The next year there appeared a great 
comet, which Nichiren interpreted as another portent of disaster. 


The ‘‘Practitioner of the Lotus Siitra ” in Exile 

During his exile in Izu Nichiren found in the scripture the strength he 
would need to face persecution for his teaching. He was impressed by two 
passages from the Lotus Sutra that seemed to apply to his life. In one the 
Buddha warns, “This scripture has many enemies even now when the 
Tathagata is present. How much worse it will be after his nirvana. 10 
The other tells of three types of enemies to appear “after the Buddha s 
passage into extinction, in a frightful and evil age”: “ignorant men, 
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“monks of twisted wisdom, their hearts sycophantic and crooked," and 
“prideful hermits, who say of themselves that they are treading the True 
Path, holding mankind cheap because they covet profit and nourish¬ 
ment.” 11 Nichiren recognized these among his enemies and felt the prophecy 
of the sutra was being realized in his life, that he was “reading” the sutra 
with his every action. He exulted in his role: 

For more than 240 days, I have lived the Uuus Sutra each day and night. It 
is for the sake of this scripture that I was born into the world and suffer exile. 

It is precisely being born and suffering for the sutra which is called reading 
and practicing the sutra while walking, sitting, standing, and lying down.... 
Though others who were born as men exert themselves to waken the bodhi 
mind and hope for salvation in the next life, common men are diligent in 
their practice only two to four hours of every twenty-four. However, even 
when I am not conscious of thinking of the sutra, 1 am reading the sutra. 
Even when I am not looking at the sutra, I am living its words. During the 
mappo there has rarely been a person who practiced the teachings of the sutra 
twenty-four hours of the day, even if that practice was without conscious 
effort, as mine is. 12 

Nichiren had discovered himself to be a gydja of the Lotus Sutra , a practi¬ 
tioner who lives the sutra, fulfilling its predictions in his life.” Reading in 
the Lotus the story of the bodhisattva Jofugyo (Sadaparibhuta) who was 
despised and abused, “beaten with sticks and staves, with tiles and 
stones, 13 for practicing the Lotus , Nichiren took heart. As he examined his 
own life in light of the narrative, Nichiren gradually came to identify with 
Jofugyo. Soon he was proclaiming that “there is no one else who is punished 
because he reveres the Lotus Sutra. None of those who claim to keep the pre¬ 
cepts of the sutra have lived the predictions it contains. Only I read the 
sutra with my life.” 14 

Identification with this bodhisattva and with other figures and events 
described in the Lotus became a major factor in Nichiren’s interpretation of 
his own experiences and the shaping of his activities. In Jofugyo he found 
another who had suffered persecution with heroic perseverance.' He had 
read again the portions of the sutra which promise protection for its prop¬ 
agators, puzzled because the kami , who under the honji-suijaku theory were 
seen as bodhisattvas, should have protected him and punished those who 
persecuted him. By the time he wrote the Rissho ankokuron Nichiren had 
resolved this inconsistency: 

Because everyone turned his back on the truth, and all the people reverted 
to evil, the good kami abandoned the country and left, and the sages depart¬ 
ed and did not return. On account of this, evil spirits and demons came, and 
calamities and difficulties occurred. 15 
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While in exile on Izu Nichiren set forth his own analysis of the Lotus and 
redefined what he considered to be his mission on the basis of his religious 
realization. This later became the basis for the creation of Nichiren sects by 
his followers. In Nichiren’s view there are five aspects to the Lotus: the 
teaching (kyo )—the doctrine; the object (ki) of teaching—heretics; the 
time (ji) —the present moment of the mappo era, the crucial moment for sal¬ 
vation; the master (shi) —Nichiren came to feel he must be the master with 
the responsibility to preach to the heretics, a belief confirmed by the perse¬ 
cutions he experienced, which he interpreted as fulfilling the prophecies of 
the sutra; the country (ktini) —Japan, the one country where the other four 
components were present, filled with heresy during the mappo, but possess¬ 
ing the Lotus and Nichiren, and therefore the chosen land. 16 This formula¬ 
tion was the basis of Nichiren’s sense of destiny as well as what has been 
viewed as his nationalism. Japan was the sacred soil because of the poten¬ 
tial it had for reformation, but it was threatened with destruction if it 
should ignore his warnings. Nichiren’s nationalism thus was confined to the 
dream of establishing a Buddhist state, thereby making Japan the nucleus 
of a world community of Lotus followers, as India had once been the cen¬ 
ter of the Buddhist world. 


The Daimoku, or Mantra 

As the number of lay converts increased, Nichiren began to urge them to 
recite the title (daimoku) of the Lotus Sutra as a substitute for recitation of 
the nenbutsu (invocation of the name of the Buddha Amida), which was 
being encouraged by the Amidists. Like the nenbutsu chanters, Nichiren 
contended that salvation was attainable solely by chanting the sacred title 
of the Lotus. Despite the overt affinity with the nenbutsu movement in the 
choice of the practice of chanting, Nichiren’s application is based on Tendai 
tradition and can be viewed as evolution of Tendai thought. Two funda¬ 
mental Tendai concepts lie at its base: the theory of original enlightenment 
(hongaku shiso) and the tradition of exegesis of the Lotus Sutra . 

The Tendai concept ichinen sanzen (one thought equals three thousand 
worlds) was another factor in the development of Nichiren s thought. 
Nichiren was convinced that his personal belief that the Lotus was to be 
propagated in his time was in fact the subjective awareness of the eternal 
buddha of the sutra. He conceived the universe of the eternal buddha to be 
revealed within his individual awareness. The metaphysical doctrine of ichi¬ 
nen sanzen was expressed in the religious practice of chanting the five char¬ 
acters of the title. Those five letters were seen to contain the three thousand 
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worlds or the absolute. Self-reflection was the means to stripping away lay¬ 
ers of ignorance to reveal original enlightenment. And the chanting of the 
title of the Lotus was to act as a medium between ignorant man and the 
object of his- veneration, the absolute within him. 

In keeping with the concept of ichitien sanzen , Nichiren saw the fate of the 
individual as inseparably linked to the destiny of society. His effort to real¬ 
ize the ideal world was based on the notion that the evil and sufferings of 
society could be reduced to the evil and sufferings of the individual, and 
vice versa. If the individuals could be saved, the result would be a perfect 
harmonious society. Attain buddhahood with this body and make this 
world the ideal Buddha-land: this teaching extended hope of salvation to 
those outside the established church, including warriors, lower-class peas¬ 
ants, and women, as it lessened the distinction between priest and lay person. 


The Mongol Threat and Exile to Sado 


The year 1268 saw the first threat from the Mongols, who had already 
pushed the Chinese court into exile and taken control of Korea, seemingly 
in fulfillment of the prophecy Nichiren had sent the shogunate in 1260. His 
reputation grew, as did his own conviction of the reliability of his reading 
H ^ u Lotus Sutra. Again he memorialized the shogunate, adding a preface: 
su mitted this six years ago. So far my predictions have proven true. Will 
uture not bear me out as well? This essay contains prophecy.” 17 He 
newe his attack on the Amidists, and added the Zen and Ritsu practices 
to his list of heresies that were causes of the disaster Japan faced. By 1271 the 
enzie efforts of Nichiren and his followers to rid Japan of heresy led to a 
secon arrest and exile, this time to the remote northern island of Sado, while 
is o owers were imprisoned and dispersed. The road from Kamakura led 
^ j C ex ^ cutl ° n grounds, and Nichiren was convinced that his journey 
wou en there. When he and his guards passed by, he felt a miracle had 
appene and that he had been reborn. During the exile in Sado Nichiren 
turne again to the scripture to decipher the meaning of these events: 


As the sutra explains, ‘Again and again he will be cast out and many times 
censure , an y that his grave sins will be erased and he will achieve bud- 
a oo . erefore, I must suffer. It is through my punishment by the gov¬ 
ernment that my faith in th ft Lotus Sutra is revealed. When the moon disap¬ 
pears, we now it will fill again; when the tides wane, there is no doubt they 
will wax. Just so do I know that if I am persecuted, I have virtue . 18 


Nichiren s brush with death was traumatic and after his escape he felt spir¬ 
itually reborn and found his convictions stronger than ever. 
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He arrived on Sado in early winter of 1271. Confined to a small aban¬ 
doned temple during the cold snowy winter, he gradually won converts 
who helped him survive. His essay Kaimokusho includes the famous words: 
“I will be the pillar of Japan; 1 will be the eyes of Japan; I will be the ship 
of Japan,” 19 Nichiren’s proclamation of his acceptance of his-role as Japan’s 
savior. His reading of the Lotus began to focus on the descriptions of the 
bodhisattva Jogyo, who had vowed to protect and preach the Lotus. Jogyo 
was a leader of the myriad of bodhisattvas who welled up out of the earth 
to hear the historical buddha reveal that he was actually enlightened from 
the beginning of time and that the life of the historical Sakyamuni was 
merely a show of expedient means to lead beings to enlightenment. The 
bodhisattvas who welled up from the earth were revealed to be those con¬ 
verted by the eternal buddha in the inconceivable past, and the Buddha 
entrusted them with the task of propagating the sutra in the future. 

Nichiren had declared that the Lotus was the only true sutra for the era 
of the mappo in Japan. Now he asserted that, although the historical Sakya¬ 
muni was the leader of all sentient beings during his lifetime, in the age of 
tnappo Nichiren (who read the sutra with his life and acted the role of Jogyo) 
was the leader of the faithful. 

In spring Nichiren was allowed to take up residence with a farm family 
at Ichinosawa, and his followers on Sado increased. In 1272 a second 
prophecy of Nichiren appeared to be fulfilled when a leading member of the 
Kamakura bakufu, Tokimune’s half-brother, Tokisuke, was charged with 
conspiracy to revolt. While on Sado in 1273 Nichiren first created the prin¬ 
cipal image of his movement in the form of the damandara (great 
mandala), or horizon (chief object of worship and meditation). This was a 
calligraphic representation of the characters “Namu Myohorengekyo 
(Homage to the Lotus Sutra) surrounded by the names of the buddhas 
Sakyamuni and Prabhutaratna in company with those of the bodhisattvas 
who rose from the earth to protect the Lotus led by Jogyo. At the next level 
are various saints and Mahayana bodhisattvas. Finally in the lower level are 
arrayed the Japanese gods Amaterasu and Hachiman and various other 
deities, along with Chih-i and Saicho. Here is seen the final crystallization 
of Nichiren’s thought. Earlier he had considered himself the spiritual suc¬ 
cessor of Chih-i and Saicho, but now in the mandala, as the embodiment of 
Jogyo, Nichiren stands directly in the company of Sakyamuni. Nichiren 
had come to see himself as a central figure in religious history, with a mission 
foretold in the Lotus Sutra centuries before. In 1272 he wrote to a disciple: 

I say that when the two buddhas, sitting side by side in the many-jeweled 

stupa, commissioned Jogyo Bodhisattva, it was as if Nichiren were [himself 
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commissioned] to propagate the five characters of the daimoku. Isn’t Nichiren 
the emissary of Jogyo Bodhisattva? You also, following Nichiren, as a prac¬ 
titioner of the Lotus Sutra , relate it to the people. 20 

This is the culmination of Nichiren’s increasing tendency to interpret the 
Lotus literally as prophecy for his life and times, which he came to see as the 
climax of the drama unfolded in the sutra. In identifying with the bodhisat- 
tva Jogyo, Nichiren established a sense of himself as having a uniquely import¬ 
ant role in the reestablishment of the Dharma in Japan and the world. 


Retreat to Minobu 

Facing the Mongol threat, the shogun perhaps felt he needed all the sup¬ 
port he could find. Even prior to the pardon, a member of the ruling fam¬ 
ily, Tokimori, had sent a sword to Nichiren and requested him to perform 
rituals, and Nichiren had replied encouraging his faith. In 1274 Nichiren 
was pardoned and allowed to return to Kamakura, but after a third attempt 
to convert the shogunate to his beliefs, he retreated to a mountain her¬ 
mitage to build his flock and prepare for the paradise to come after the 
heretical sects had been destroyed and all were converted. Mt. Minobu is 
surrounded by steep peaks and densely forested. To Nichiren it represented 
Vulture Peak, where Sakyamuni had preached the absolute truth of the 
Lotus Sutra , and he consoled the faithful with assurances that they would be 
reborn in the paradise of Vulture Peak if this world were not transformed 
into that paradise in their lifetimes. 

In the winter Mt. Minobu was nearly inaccessible and Nichiren suffered 
greatly during the first year in the hermitage with a small band of disciples. 
Soon after Nichiren’s retreat to Minobu, in the tenth month of 1274, the 
Mongols attempted their first invasion of Japan, but were turned back by 
typhoons. Nichiren interpreted this as a further warning and began to see 
the Mongols as instruments of the Buddha, “messengers of heaven [who] 
will punish those people who are the enemies of those who live the Lotus .” 21 
The number of disciples grew, and by 1278 forty to sixty were living on 

inobu. Eventually the community developed into a center for lay follow¬ 
ers as well, with memorial services and rites conducted for laity as well as 
or the monks. The famous Kuon-ji temple developed from these begin¬ 
nings. After a second thwarted invasion attempt in 1281, Nichiren fell 
silent. He had been ill since a dysentery epidemic in 1278. In October of 
1282 he died on his way to the Hitachi hot spring near his old home. He 
was cremated and his ashes returned to Minobu. 




THE SPIRITUALITY OF NICHIREN 


253 


The Legacy 

Buddhism in the Kamakura period was moving from a spirituality reclusive 
in nature and individual in tone to one calling for a “corporate spirituality” 
in which participation in the ministry necessitated direct involvement in the 
world; from a spirituality that viewed salvation as liberation from the world 
to one of liberation for the world. Nichircn participated in this shift as he 
moved from the concept of spiritual development taught by the older forms 
of Buddhism with their focus on individual discipline to the interrelated 
and even interdependent spiritual progress that Nichiren came to envision 
for himself, his disciples, and all citizens of his land. 

Nichiren’s sense of destiny and the intensity of his convictions have been 
transmitted to the adherents of the Nichiren and Lotus sects of the twenti¬ 
eth century. Their practices variously include shamanism and semi-magical 
practices, quest for perfection of the individual through altruistic living and 
reformation of society, and practices modeled on the Lotus Sutra and the life 
and writings of Nichiren. Individual efforts to extend faith and practice 
Buddhism are emphasized. Some sects have emulated Nichiren s sense of 
crisis and mission, strongly rejecting other forms of Buddhism and prosely¬ 
tizing vigorously. Nichiren’s model of introspection and meditation has left 
a legacy of personal spirituality and faith for all his followers. 
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I. A Historical Sketch 

Philip Yampolsky 


A lthough Zen flourished in China during the T’ang period and 
several Zen teachers came to Japan during this time, it was not 
until the Kamakura period that Zen became established in 
Japan as an independent school of Buddhism. Three men in 
particular can be credited with the early introduction of Zen to Japan: 
Myoan Yosai, usually known as Eisai (1141-1215), Dainichi Nonin (died 
ca. 1196), and Dogen (1200—1253). Eisai is revered as the founder of the 
Rinzai school, Dogen as the establisher of Soto Zen. Dainichi Nonin 
remains a shadowy figure, although for a brief period he played a significant 
role in early Kamakura religious history. 


Eisai and Dainichi Nonin 

The Genko shakusho (1322), the first Japanese collection of biographies of 
Buddhist figures, gave Eisai prominence and ensured his reputation as the 
first to bring Rinzai Zen to Japan, but within the history of that tradition 
his contributions are of relatively slight account. He entered Mt. Hiei in 
1154, where he studied the Tendai teachings, including the esoteric doc¬ 
trines. He went to China in 1168, where he made a brief visit to the holy 
places of the T ien-t ai (Tendai) school and collected T'ien-t’ai texts. On his 
return he worked for the revival of Tendai, with particular emphasis on the 
maintenance of the precepts. He was convinced that Zen, which he found 
to be the dominant school in China, was essential for this purpose. In 1187, 
presumably after extensive study of Chinese in Kyushu, he went to China 
again, with the intention of proceeding to India, but he failed to receive the 
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permission of the Sung court to travel through Central Asia, a journey that 
was in any case scarcely possible at the time. Instead he studied Zen under 
Hsii-an Huai-ch’ang of the Huang-lung (Oryo) line of Rinzai Zen, a line 
that at the time was of lesser importance than the Yang-chi (Yogi) line to 
which all later Rinzai monks, both Chinese who came to Japan and Japan¬ 
ese who studied in China, traced their lineage. 

Having received Hsu-an’s sanction, Eisai returned to Japan in 1191, 
established a temple in Kyushu, and proceeded to propagate Zen teachings. 
In 1194 he attempted to establish a Zen temple in Kyoto but met with 
opposition from the Tendai school on Mt. Hiei, who regarded his emphasis 
on zazen as a deviation. He made unsuccessful efforts to persuade the Tendai 
establishment of the value of Zen, in the Sbukke taiko (Essentials of monas¬ 
tic life, 1192) and Kozen gokoku ron (Propagation of Zen in defense of the 
country, 1198). The latter work is a kind of memorial to the throne. Its 
principal theme is that the precepts must be maintained in this present 
degenerate world. Eisai calls for a return to the Zen of the Buddha,, for a 
pure Zen. This is not the “separate transmission outside the scriptures 
(kyoge betsuden) that other schools of Zen proclaimed. Eisai quotes gener¬ 
ously from scriptural writings, but he mentions no Zen works except the 
Ch'an-yiian ch'ing-kuei of 1103 ( Zen 1 on shingi) and the Tsung-ching lu. These 
works are not typical Zen compilations: the first deals with precepts and 
monastic regulations; the latter is a huge compendium of miscellaneous 
works, some of which are from Zen sources. 

In 1199, Eisai moved to Kamakura, where he won the support of the 
newly established shogunate. Assisted by the shogun Minamoto Yoriie, he 
established Zen temples in Kamakura (the Jufuku-ji) and Kyoto (the Ken- 
nin-ji). But it would be a mistake to see him as simply a founder of Zen 
temples. He was a Tendai priest who was determined to restore his school 
to its former eminence and to revive a strict adherence to the Buddhist pre¬ 
cepts. He was a prolific writer, but only one of his works, the Kozen gokoku 
ron , centers on Zen. The Yojoryu* the school that he established, is solely in 
the Tendai tradition. The Kennin-ji, which he founded in 1202, is today a 
Zen temple. In Eisai’s time both Tendai and Shingon teachings were offered 
together with Zen. Eisai’s disciples all taught a combination of Tendai eso- 
tericism and Zen. 

While Eisai was in China, a priest by the name of Dainichi Nonin was 
active in Settsu and the Kyoto area. His school was called Nihon Daruma- 
shu. We know little of Nonin except that he had studied at Mt. Hiei and 
advertised himself as a self-enlightened Zen master. Since he had no lineage 
to proclaim, he was vulnerable to attack from the Buddhist establishment. 
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In 1189 he sent two of his disciples, Renchu and Shoben, to China to Fo- 
chao Te-kuang (1121 — 1203), a noted priest of the Ta-hui school of Rinzai 
Zen, with a written statement of his understanding of Zen. The Chinese 
master sent back a portrait of Bodhidharma and an official statement sanc¬ 
tioning Nonin’s understanding. In 1194, according to the Hyakurensho , the 
establishment at Mt. Hiei succeeded in having both Nonin’s Zen and that 
of Eisai banned. Eisai v/as enraged that his Zen should be equated with that 
of Nonin, and this, according to a recent study, was what inspired him to 
compose the Kozen gokoku ron , which accompanies the exposition of Eisai’s 
views with severe criticism of the Zen taught by Nonin. In section three, 
we read: 

It is asked: some people recklessly call the Daruma-shu the Zen sect. But 
they themselves say there are no precepts to follow, no practices to engage 
in. From the outset there are no passions; from the beginning we are enlight¬ 
ened. Therefore we do not practice, do not follow precepts. We eat when we 
are hungry, rest when we are tired. Why practice nenbutsu, why give offer¬ 
ings, why give maigre feasts, why curtail eating? How can this be? 

Eisai s answer is that the adherents of Nihon Daruma-shu arc the ones the 
sutras describe as having a false view of emptiness; one must not speak with 
them and must keep as far from them as possible. 

Until recently we have had little knowledge of what Dainichi Nonin’s 
school taught, but several years ago two works came to light that can be 
attributed to the Daruma School. They are short pieces that give few 
etails. One is known as the Kensbojobutsu ron (Seeing into one’s own nature 
an ecoming Buddha); it details in simple fashion the enlightenments of 
t e early patriarchs and warns against depending on words and phrases. It 
quotes frequently from canonical works, explicating the essential meaning 
of seeing into one’s own nature and thus becoming Buddha. The second 
k^° 4 U- k nown ^ t ^ ie Shoto shokaku ron (To attain to the awakening of the 
o isattva), seems to be intended for ceremonial use, and contains trans¬ 
mission verses and various formulas for salutations. 

The text refers ro Te-kuang as fiftieth in the line of succession from Bod- 
idharma of those who have seen into their own natures and become Bud¬ 
dhas, this identifies it as a Daruma-shu composition. The work gives 
detailed information about Bodhidharma, derived from the most recent 
Chinese biographical sources, and announces that Bodhidharma’s teaching 
has been transmitted through 618 years until the present year (1189) when 
it came to Japan. A second doctrinal claim is that all the names of Buddhas 
and sages, all sutras, and indeed all things, are different names for the 
mind, and that sentient beings are themselves Buddhas. A third major 
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claim is that the Daruma-shu has the power to lessen crimes, to produce 
good fortune, to ward off disaster, and to bring ease and pleasure; there is 
a distinct coloration of the concept of rewards and benefits in the present 
life. 

The contents of these two books, the comments in Eisai’s Kozen gokoku 
ron, and occasional mention in contemporary literature—Nichiren for 
example in his Kaimokusho specifically condemns Nonin along with 
Honen—are all we know of Nonin's Daruma-shu. It emphasized a Zen 
that made few demands on its practitioners and that catered to the needs 
of the populace. We do not know what happened to Nonin. One story has 
it that he was a member of the Taira family, an uncle of Taira no Kagekiyo, 
also known as Akubyo, who is said to have come to Kyoto to kill Yoritomo 
and thus wipe out the disgrace that had befallen his family; when Yorito¬ 
mo discovered the plot, Kagekiyo took refuge with his uncle. When Nonin 
left the house to purchase sake, Kagekiyo, suspecting a plot, killed him. 

Nonin left one disciple of note, a priest by the name of Kakuan who 
directed a temple in Tonomine (present-day Sakurai in Nara). What hap¬ 
pened to this temple is not definitely known; it may have been destroyed 
by monks from the Kofuku-ji in Nara. Kakuan’s heir, Ekan, moved to the 
Hajaku-ji in Echizen. It was from there that he later led a group of monks 
to join Dogen at the Kosho-ji in Fukakusa. Thus it was that a group of 
monks, once associated with a school famous for its lack of concern with 
training and the precepts, was to join the strictly-regulated community 
established by Dogen. 


Dogen and Soto Zen 

Dogen is today perhaps the most revered figure in Japanese Zen. Founder 
of Soto Zen, he is honored as a religious genius and a thinker of deep philo¬ 
sophic insight. He was of aristocratic birth. His father was a high govern¬ 
ment official, and his mother was a daughter of the distinguished Fujiwara 
family. As a child he was given a thorough literary education. But his father 
died when he was two and his mother died when he was seven. His moth¬ 
er had wanted him to take up a religious life, and despite attempts by an 
uncle to turn him towards an academic career he entered the Tendai school 
on Mt. Hiei when he was twelve. Bothered by such doctrinal problems as 
the contradiction between innate and acquired enlightenment, he went to 
the noted monk Koin at Onjo-ji, who directed him to Eisai at the Kennin- 
ji, where at that time esoteric studies were taught along with a strict Rin- 
zai school of koan Zen. Eisai may already have left Kyoto for Kamakura; in 
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any case it is not likely that he would have concerned himself with a young 
acolyte. It was under Eisai’s student, Myozen (1185—1225), that Dogen 
pursued his studies. In 1223, together with Myozen, Dogen set out for 
China. His initial encounters with several Lin-chi (Rinzai) masters were a 
disappointment to him; he was not able to find a master to whom he was 
properly attuned. On the verge of returning to Japan, he was told that a 
new priest had been appointed abbot at the T’ien-t’ung temple where he 
had first studied upon arriving in China. The new abbot, T’ien-t’ung Ju- 
ching (Tendo Nyojo, 1163—1228), and this youthful Japanese disciple hit it 
off at once. The practice at this monastery was extremely strict, which 
Dogen found to his liking. Dogen received his teacher’s sanction, but 
stayed for a further two years to perfect his understanding. 

On his return from China in 1227, Dogen practiced at first in Kennin-ji, 
but he found himself dissatisfied with its mixture of Zen and esoteric teach¬ 
ings. In 1231, threatened by the monks at Mt. Hiei, he moved to 
Fukakusa, south of Kyoto, where he set up a Sung-style meditation hall, the 
Kosho-ji, in which Zen practice and the strict observation of the precepts 
were emphasized. He appears to have attracted only a few students, virtu¬ 
ally all of whom had belonged to Dainichi Nonin’s school. Koun Ejo 
(1198-1280) was the first to arrive, in 1234. He had been a Hiei monk, 
studying a great variety of teachings, and had become a disciple of Kakuan 
at Tonomine. Another group of Nonin’s former disciples, led by Kakuzen 
Ekan (d. 1251), had gone to the Hajaku-ji in Echizen, which was a center 
of Hakusan Tendai, a mountain ascetic group, and which served as a refuge 
for the displaced Daruma-shu school. In 1241 this group, led by Ekan, 
Tettsu Gikai (1219—1309), Gien (d. 1314), and Gijun (n.d.), came to study 
with Dogen. 

In 1243 Dogen suddenly turned over his temple in Kyoto to an obscure 
disciple and set out for the remote regions of Echizen, with the support of 
Hatano Yoshishige, an official of the Kamakura shogunate in Kyoto, who 
offered him a site on the family estate there. The're has been much debate 
about his reasons for leaving Kyoto. The motive—along with pressures 
from older Buddhist sects—probably was that the Tofuku-ji, a Rinzai tem¬ 
ple, had been established on a grand scale in Higashiyama, virtually in his 
own backyard. It was sponsored by the Fujiwara family, with which Dogen 
himself was associated, and Enni Ben’en (1202-1280), also known by his 
posthumous title Shoitsu Kokushi, a noted priest of the Yogi branch of Rin¬ 
zai Zen, was invited to be its first abbot. Enni had studied in China and 
gained the sanction of a famed master, Wu-chun Shih-fan (1178-1249), 
returning to Japan in 1241. He was one of the first of many Japanese 
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priests who studied in China in the thirteenth century, who were, together 
with Chinese priests who came to Japan, to form the basis for the elite Zen 
of Kyoto and Kamakura that later came to be organized into the Gozan or 
Five Mountain system. 

In Echizen, where a large number of his disciples had previously studied, 
Dogen stayed first at various temples and eventually settled at Eihei-ji, the 
temple with which he is most closely associated. Although still fairly young, 
Dogen was in failing health, and he turned over the conduct of temple 
affairs to his learned disciple Koun Ejo, in order to concentrate on his writ¬ 
ings, particularly the Shobogenzo , the work for which he is justly famous. 
Each chapter of this work has an individual title and very often a dated 
colophon, so we can tell to which period of his life it belongs. Ejo assisted 
Dogen throughout the compilation, and may well after Dogen’s death have 
amplified the text. At the time Dogen moved to Echizen about forty chap¬ 
ters, roughly half of the work, had been completed. There is an abrupt 
change in the tone of his writings after this point. He had once praised lay 
Buddhism and advocated the study of Zen by women; now he found that 
Zen could only be studied by monks who had left their homes. He had 
deliberately ignored sectarian distinctions in Zen; now he began to cham¬ 
pion the Soto school. 

Around the time of his move from Kyoto he had received from China a 
copy of the yu-lu, or recorded sayings, of his master Ju-ching. The work 
infuriated him because he felt that it had been carelessly put together and 
did not truly represent his master’s teachings. He wrote scathingly of the 
incompetent Sung monks and added rather intemperate attacks on the Rin- 
zai school and the famous Ch’an master Ta-hui. Ordinarily such comments 
would have brought a quick response from Rinzai partisans; however, they 
did not hear of Dogen’s attack, because manuscript copies of the Sbobogen- 
zo were handed down in private, and the work remained unpublished until 
late in the Tokugawa period. Publication of the ninety-five chapter version 
began in 1796 and was completed in 1811. Dogen’s sayings, recorded 
under the title Eihpi koroku , were given fairly wide distribution and did not 
contain the violent attacks on Rinzai Zen that are found in the Shobogenzo . 

Dogen passed away during a visit to Kyoto in 1253. Ejo, who was two 
years Dogen’s senior, took over the Eihei-ji. Because of failing health he del¬ 
egated the affairs of the temple to Tettsu Gikai in 1267. Gikai was in 
charge of the kitchen, an important post, at both Kichijo-ji and Daibutsu- 
ji, the temples at which Dogen stayed prior to the establishment of Eihei- 
ji, and at Eihei-ji he also held an official post. In 1251 his old teacher Ekan, 
on the verge of death, handed to Gikai the certificate of succession in the 
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Nihon Daruma school. At that time, the story has it, he asked to be shown 
the certificate Dogen had received from Ju-ching but was refused this priv¬ 
ilege. When Dogen v/ent to Kyoto for medical care he promised Gikai that 
he would show him the certificate and transmit the dharma on his return; 
but Dogen died in Kyoto, leaving the promise unfulfilled. Gikai now 
turned to Ejo as his teacher, and Ejo had sent him to study at various Rin- 
zai temples in Kyoto and Kamakura. In 1259 he went to Sung China, trav¬ 
eled widely and brought back architectural designs for Eihci-ji temple 
buildings. In 1267 Ejo became ill and turned over the temple to Gikai. 

Gikai’s appointment was opposed by a faction centering on Gien (d-. 
1314) and Chi-yuan (Jakuen, 1207—1299), who objected to his attempts to 
engage the temple and to gain a local following by adding elements of eso¬ 
teric Buddhism. They claimed that the simple and austere style that Dogen 
had established was being violated. This quarrel, known as the sandai soron, 
or third-generation dispute, continued for five years until Gikai with his 
followers finally left Eihei-ji for Kaga (present-day Ishikawa), where, under 
the protection of Togashi Iehisa, in 1283 he changed a former Tendai tem¬ 
ple, the Daijo-ji, into one of the Soto sect. Meanwhile Gien and Chi-yuan 
maintained a precarious hold on Eihei-ji. From this time until the end of the 
Muromachi period there was no communication between the descendants 
of Gikai and those of Gien and Chi-yuan. Eihei-ji lost the support of the 
Hatano family and fell into disrepair, virtually ceasing to exist. However, 
the school stemming from Gikai and his descendants spread throughout 
Japan, dominating the Soto school, which grew enormously in prosperity 
and popularity throughout the centuries. 

Keizan Jokin (1268—1325), Gikai’s heir, is spoken of as one of the two 
founders of Soto and was until recently revered as a patriarch equal in sta¬ 
tus to Dogen. Born in Echizen, he became a monk under Ejo at Eihei-ji; he 
took Gikai as his teacher after Ejo’s death. At eighteen he left to study 
under a variety of masters associated with different Rinzai schools. In 1295 
he received sanction from Gikai and in 1302 became the second abbot of 
Daijo-ji. In 1311 we find him at Joju-ji in Kanazawa; in 1313, with the spon¬ 
sorship of Shigeno Nobunao, he founded Yoko-ji in Kaga and Soji-ji in Noto, 
but soon turned these temples over to his disciples Meiho Sotetsu (1277— 
1350) and Gazan Joseki (1275—1366). He died at age fifty-eight in 1325. 

It may be noted that almost none of these early Soto masters or their suc¬ 
cessors went to China, contrary to the practice in the Gozan schools. Thus 
the great emphasis on Chinese literature and the Chinese heritage was 
largely lacking. A large number of them studied under Rinzai masters for 
brief periods of time, indicating more a freedom of movement among 
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various Zen temples than the influence of Rinzai teachings. Quite a few 
Soto masters seem to have been associated with the Hatto school of Rinzai 
Zen that was located at Kokoku-ji in Wakayama. This school, founded by 
Shinchi Kakushin (Hatto Kokushi 1207-1298), had many esoteric ele¬ 
ments in its teachings. It had the misfortune to have been associated with 
the Southern court and thus did not survive the displeasure of the Ashika- 
ga rulers in the Muromachi period. 

Keizan made no attempt to preserve Dogen’s austere style, but rather 
sought to enlarge his religious group. As it spread it incorporated elements 
of old Buddhism and gained a distinct esoteric coloring. Many of the early 
monks had begun their religious careers at the Tendai stronghold on Mt. 
Hiei. The area around Eihei-ji was a center of Hakusan Tendai beliefs; some 
of the temples taken over by Soto monks were originally Hakusan temples, 
and they continued the forms of worship locally practiced. For example, at 
Yoko-ji Hakusan gongen is worshiped and the principal statue is that of 
Kannon, as in other Hakusan temples. Keizan incorporated elements from 
mountain religions, Hakusan beliefs in Kannon, various local Shinto 
guardian deities, and ascetic practices of the Shugendo mountain monks. 
Temples associated with older forms of Buddhism were gradually converted 
into Soto temples. A similar pattern was followed by later Soto leaders, 
with the result that Soto attracted members from all schools of Buddhism 
and revitalized temples as attractive new places of worship. Soto also won 
popular support by the emphasis it placed on public works and services: the 
building of bridges, digging of hot springs, irrigation projects, the curing 
of diseases, and the expulsion of evil spirits and wicked dragons. A con¬ 
scious effort was made to educate the people and render them service. 

The few S5t5 sect goroku of this period reflect this popular approach; they 
consist largely of homilies uttered at funerals, .memorial services, brief pas¬ 
sages, and verse. Written in simple, readable language, they are addressed 
not only to the warrior class but to the people at large. They differ com¬ 
pletely from the elaborate elegance of the goroku and other literature of the 
Gozan temples. Of the seven volumes of Soto goroku in the Sotoshu zensho 
and its continuation, only one dates back to the Muromachi (1333—1467) 
and Sengoku (1467-1568) eras. Although a few Soto authors are known for 
their literary skill, there was little concern with written expression in this 
period. Printed works used in the temples included such standard Soto 
works as Sandokai , Hokyo zanmai, and Goi kenketsu, as well as books com¬ 
mon to Rinzai and Soto such as Hekiganroku, Date sho, Keitoku dento roku, 
Zenrin-ruiju. Parts of Dogen’s Shobogenzo and Keizan’s Denkoroku were in 
some instances circulated in manuscript. 
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Until the middle of the Muromachi period a strenuous lifestyle was main¬ 
tained in Soto temples, a style that probably differed little from that of 
other Zen temples. The day was divided into three periods of work and four 
of zazen. Each year there were two three-month periods, summer and win¬ 
ter, of intensified practice, a yearly gathering of monks from all over the 
country known as gokoe , and an eight-day period at the start of the twelfth 
month, known as rohatsu sessbin , in which meditation was continued day 
and night. The practice of sanzen , or visiting the Zen master for an inter¬ 
view, had by mid-Muromachi deteriorated. As in the Gozan schools and in 
Daitoku-ji and Myoshin-ji, koan answer books circulated widely. Practicing 
monks knew what answers their predecessors had made and they memo¬ 
rized these answers; koan practice developed into a fixed form, lacking all 
vitality. Meanwhile, assemblies such a s gokoe and jukaie (receiving precepts), 
which were originally designed as aids in the practice of meditation and 
sanzen , and in which as many as a thousand monks might participate at one 
time, became extremely popular throughout the country. Since the general 
public was allowed to attend, these meetings assisted in the restoration or 
maintenance of a temple, and at the same time imparted to the people a 
general knowledge of the forms of Zen, the practice of sanzen , and ceremo¬ 
nial functions. In the jukaie a temple would invite a famous priest or vinaya 
master to confer precepts on the people, from daimyo to commoner; with 
hundreds receiving the precepts, such occasions were an effective vehicle of 
education and promotion of the Soto school. 

In the Sengoku period Soto was protected by the Imagawa and Toku- 
gawa families and spread still more widely. In late Muromachi the descen¬ 
dants of Keizan s school had begun to take an interest in Eihei-ji, with 
which they had had no connection since the third-generation struggle. 
From around 1490 Eihei-ji was named a kompon dojo (basic place of practice 
and was assigned abbots descending from the Keizan line. 


Rinzai Zen and the Gozan Schools 

During the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries Rinzai Zen, with the 
support of the Kamakura shogunate, flourished in Kyoto and Kamakura. 
Many of the Japanese monks who went to China came from Tendai or Shin- 
gon backgrounds and* advocated a Zen tinged with elements of esoteric 
Buddhism, while others brought back a strict Sung koan Zen. The Chinese 
monks who arrived often exhibited the literary orientation of Sung Zen, 
reinforced by their frequent recourse to written communication because of 
the language barrier. Zen monks soon gained the patronage of both the 
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Imperial Court and the Shogunate, enabling them to withstand the pres¬ 
sures exerted by the established schools of Buddhism. 

Monks traveled freely between Kyoto and Kamakura, residing in temples 
built with imperial and shogunal support. In Kyoto, Zen tended to be com¬ 
bined with esoteric doctrines with which the educated courtiers were famil¬ 
iar. In Kamakura, Chinese monks, at the invitation of the Hojo regents, 
conveyed a simplified teaching. These early priests were associated with 
temples in Kyoto and Kamakura that later, in the Ashikaga period, were 
organized into a temple hierarchy known as the Gozan or Five Mountains, 
in imitation of a system that had been established in Sung China. A promi¬ 
nent early transmitter of Zen was Enni Ben’en, who had gone to China in 
1235 and become the heir of Wu-chun Shih-fan. In 1241 he returned to 
Japan, bringing with him a thousand books dealing with both Buddhism 
and Confucianism. At the Tofuku-ji temple complex he taught Zen with a 
strong admixture of esotericism. His contemporary Shinchi Kakushin went 
to China in 1249 and became the heir of Wu-men Hui-k’ai (1185—1260), 
the compiler of the Wu-men kuan C Mumonkan; The gateless barrier). Return¬ 
ing in 1254 he established a temple in Wakayama, but was often sum¬ 
moned to Kyoto by the Emperor to lecture on Zen. He, too, combined Zen 
and esotericism. His school flourished for several generations, but, because 
it supported Emperor Godaigo during the Kenmu restoration, it was sup¬ 
pressed by the Ashikaga shogunate. 

Lan-hsi Tao-lung (Rankei Doryu, 1213-1278) had studied in China 
under several famous Zen masters. In 1246 at the age of thirty-three he 
came to Japan with a group of fellow monks. He was installed as the first 
abbot of Kencho-ji in Kamakura in 1253, and gained a large following 
among the Kamakura warrior class. He taught a strict Zen, devoid of eso¬ 
teric elements, that stressed adherence to monastic regulations. In 1259 he 
was called to the Kennin-ji in Kyoto, which he brought into line with his 
purer style of Chinese Zen. Two years later he was back in Kamakura, but 
was twice exiled to the provinces because of slanders by disgruntled fol¬ 
lowers. During his thirty-three years in Japan he contributed significantly 
to the establishment of Zen as an independent school. 

Another Chinese priest who had a significant impact on Japan was Wu- 
hsiieh Tsu-yiian (Mugaku Sogen, 1226-1286). In China he had a distin¬ 
guished career, gaining the sanction of the famous master Wu-chun, and 
later visiting many teachers in order to deepen his understanding. When in 
1279 Hojo Tokimune sent monks to China to invite a learned master, Tsu- 
yiian was chosen to go to Japan. Arriving in Kyushu in 1282, he was wel¬ 
comed by Enni Ben’en, who also had studied under Wu-chun, and went 
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soon to the Kencho-ji in Kamakura. Tokimune studied under him and built 
the Engaku-ji, making Tsu-yiian its abbot. Tsu-yiian’s numerous disciples 
were active in developing the Gozan Zen of the Ashikaga period. 

Kamakura Zen, associated with the Hojo regents, and Kyoto Zen, asso¬ 
ciated with the imperial court and the aristocracy, grew in popularity, espe¬ 
cially among the elite classes. As it gained recognition and overcame the 
hostility of the older schools of Buddhism, Zen came to wield great politi¬ 
cal and literary influence and was gradually organized on the basis of the 
Gozan system, which was imported from China to Japan in the late 
Kamakura period, attaining a fixed form during the Muromachi period. 
Within this hierarchical ranking of the principal Rinzai temples of 
Kamakura and Kyoto, each temple had its own hierarchy or line of descent 
of the temple head or abbot. In addition, the literary schools so prominently 
associated with the Gozan each had its own lineage, frequently with subor¬ 
dinate or branch schools. Very often famous priests played significant or 
dominant roles in all three of these separate hierarchies. 

When Japanese Zen monks began to arrive in China in the early thir¬ 
teenth century, Sung Zen was dominated by the school that had descended 
from Ta-hui Tsung-kao (1089—1163). Many of the Chinese priests who had 
come to Japan in the Kamakura period belonged to the lesser rival school 
deriving from Hu-ch’iu Shao-lung (1077-1136). When they in turn sent 
their students to China it was usually under priests of this school that they 
worked. The Hu-ch iu school, however, itself was divided into two factions, 
those of P o-an Tsu-hsien (1132—1211) and Sung-yiian Ch’ung-yueh 
(1132—1202), and the disputes between these factions were carried over to 
Japan and underlie certain antagonisms in the Gozan schools. Enni Ben’en 
and Muso Soseki (1273-1351) belonged to the school of P’o-an, whereas 
the Otokan school, associated with Daitoku-ji and Myoshin-ji, temples out¬ 
side the Gozan system, descended from the Sung-yiian school. 

By this time the Ta-hui school of Sung Zen had become closely associated 
with the Sung court, high officials, and the literati. On occasion Neo-Con- 
fucianists who had passed the civil service examination became students of 
Zen, and it is probable that a good number who had studied but failed to 
pass these examinations also turned to Zen. With the establishment of the 
Wu-shan (Gozan) system during the Southern Sung the school of Ta-hui 
took precedence. The Chinese bureaucratic system entered into Zen tem¬ 
ples throughout the country, and a highly organized system of temple rank 
and administration developed. Although the Ta-hui school dominated Chi¬ 
nese Zen when Japanese monks first arrived, most of these monks studied 
under teachers associated with the Hu-ch’iu school. This school, however, 
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with the appearance of Wu-chun Shih-fan, had itself gained access to aris¬ 
tocratic circles. The aristocratic atmosphere of this Zen held much appeal 
for the ruling families of Japan, the Hojo and Ashikaga. 

The Ashikaga shogunate, established by Takauji (1305-1358) after the 
fall of the Hdjo regime in 1333, found this highly organized Zen ideal for 
its purposes and adopted it almost in its entirety. Not only were its institu¬ 
tions adaptable to the Zen temples of Japan, they also served a political 
purpose, in that not only the city temples but the provincial ones as well 
served to add dignity and authority to the Ashikaga house. A variety of 
measures were taken in order to organize Zen and to promote the interests 
of the shogunate. Initially, following the suggestion of the Rinzai Zen mas¬ 
ter Muso Soseki, Takauji and his brother Tadayoshi, beginning in 1338, set 
up official temples in the sixty-six provinces and two islands. Officially 
named Ankoku-ji by Emperor Kogon in 1345, these temples served to 
emphasize the political presence of the Ashikaga in the provinces and to 
lend importance to the provincial lords. In addition to the Ankoku-ji, 
which were all Zen temples, pagodas known as risho-to were also estab¬ 
lished in the provinces. Dedicated to the spirits of warriors who had died 
since the civil strife of the Genko era (1331-1333), these pagodas were 
located within the precincts of Tendai, Shingon, and Ritsu temples and 
served further to accentuate the power of the Ashikaga. Here the Ashika¬ 
ga were directly following the Chinese model, for the Sung government had 
established official Zen temples in all provinces. After the death of Takauji 
the significance of the Ankoku-ji and risho-to was lost, and when Yoshi- 
mochi became shogun they were allowed to wither away. Many of them 
became designated temples within the newly-adopted Gozan system. 

Occasional mention of the Gozan system is found in the late Kamakura 
period (before 1333). Not until the Muromachi period did it come into full 
official use. The first mention of it occurs in 1299, when the Jochi-ji in 
Kamakura was given official rank. In 1310 three other Kamakura tem¬ 
ples—Kencho-ji, Engaku-ji, and Jufuku-ji—gained Gozan ranking, indi¬ 
cating a certain official acceptance of this system before the end of the 
Kamakura period. The early rankings of Gozan temples in both Kyoto and 
Kamakura were often disputed and frequently changed as shogunal prefer¬ 
ence shifted or prominent priests exerted their influence. In 1334 the rank¬ 
ing was: (1) Nanzen-ji, (2) Tofuku-ji, (3) Kennin-ji, all of Kyoto, (4) Kencho- 
ji, and (5) Engaku-ji, of Kamakura. When the Ashikaga shogunate was 
fully established, temples were ranked to suit immediate purposes. Muso 
Soseki persuaded Takauji to establish the Tenryu-ji in honor of Emperor 
Godaigo (r. 1318-1339), and it was ranked within the Gozan system. In 
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1341 Takayoshi revised the ranking again, adding two temples to the orig¬ 
inal five, so that the Chinese model was effectively abandoned and Gozan 
became simply a means of indicating temple rank. Further revisions were 
made in 1377 and in 1382, when for the first time the Kamakura temples 
were ranked above their Kyoto counterparts. 

Ranking just below the Gozan were the Jissetsu, or “ten temples.” Here 
again the Sung organization was imported into Japan, also in the later 
Kamakura period. These ten temples were located in the provinces, and 
their rankings were frequently changed during the Muromachi period. In 
1341 Tadayoshi set up a ranking of ten temples, which in 1358 was revised 
to provide for an equal division of temples between Eastern and Western 
Japan. Over the years there were numerous shifts in the position of temples, 
and in 1380 Yoshimitsu revised the ranking drastically, adding six new tem¬ 
ples to make a total of sixteen. Again the original Chinese concept of ten 
temples was abandoned, and the Jissetsu became merely a temple rank. 
This encouraged the powerful temples in the provinces to rush to claim Jis¬ 
setsu status, and their number gradually increased. Around i486 there 
were forty-six Jissetsu; eventually some sixty temples attained this rank.. 

Below the Jissetsu was a further classification of temples known as the 
shozan\ here again the Sung Chinese system was used as a model. When the 
Ashikaga bakufu first gained power it established officials to supervise the 
major temples throughout the country. For Zen, with which the Ashikaga 
had an especially close connection, special officials were assigned to admin¬ 
ister the temple complexes. Initially officials with a military background 
were assigned as supervisors, but as the Ashikaga consolidated their posi¬ 
tion the control of Zen temples was gradually turned over to the priests 
themselves. With the emergence of Shun’oku Myoha (1311—1388), the 
central figure in the dominant Muso school of Gozan Zen, administration 
was consolidated in the hands of the priests. Myoha was appointed head of 
the soroku, the highest administrative position in the Gozan, and this office 
controlled all Gozan Zen affairs. The Ashikaga intention appears to have 
been to control all Zen affairs, including the Soto and the non-Gozan tem¬ 
ples associated with Daitoku-ji and Myoshin-ji, but this broad central con¬ 
trol was never achieved. The soroku was located within the temple grounds 
of the Shokoku-ji in Kyoto. In 1383 a temple known as the Rokuon-in was 
established in the Shokoku-ji precincts, and the Rokuon-sdroku, as it came to 
be called, oversaw the appointment of all chief priests, passed raises in rank, 
and regulated all ceremonial procedures. Furthermore, the priests were fre¬ 
quently required to prepare documents relating to trade and foreign affairs. 

Among the priests associated with the Gozan are many famous names, 
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largely of literary figures or of men who were closely associated with the 
Ashikaga shogunate. Of these none was more famous than Muso Soseki. 
Born to an aristocratic family, Muso entered Buddhism at an early age. A 
talented student, he steeped himself in Buddhist texts and also read widely 
in Confucian and Taoist works. At eighteen he went to the Todai-ji in Nara, 
where he received the precepts. Dissatisfied with scholastic Buddhism, he 
turned to Zen, visiting several teachers in Kyoto and Kamakura, including 
priests from China, but he was unable to find anyone with whom he felt an 
affinity. Eventually he came to Koho Kennichi (1241-1316), who attempted 
to wean him from his concern with scriptural and literary texts. Failing in 
his efforts, Soseki spent three years in isolation in a distant province and 
eventually returned to Kennichi in 1305. This time he received his teacher’s 
sanction. Soseki made no attempts to travel to China for study. 

Representing a literary Zen, Soseki came under severe criticism from 
some of his contemporaries. The diary of Emperor Hanazono (r. 1308— 
1318) retails some unflattering criticism of Soseki by Shuho Myocho (Daito 
Kokushi, 1282-1338), who held Soseki’s understanding to be on a on a 
level with that of the teaching schools. Myocho remarks that if a priest of 
Soseki’s caliber were to become abbot of an important temple, Zen would 
indeed be ruined. Soseki had a tremendous following and had free access to 
the Imperial Court and to the shogunate. His style of Zen sought an 
accommodation between Zen and the teaching schools, particularly the 
esoteric teachings. This set the style for all the Gozan temples and con¬ 
tributed greatly to the Gozan emphasis on literary compositions. Gradual¬ 
ly the teaching of Zen became highly formalized as the literary and politi¬ 
cal functions of the Gozan priests took precedence. 


Otokan 

Among the temples in Kyoto were some in which a strict koan Zen imported 
from China was taught and where admixtures from other forms of Bud¬ 
dhism were avoided. Chief among these were the Daitoku-ji and the 
Myoshin-ji. The type of Zen taught here, known as the Otokan school 
(after the names of its three founders, Daio Kokushi, Daito Kokushi, and 
Kanzan), dominated the Rinzai school from the seventeenth century on, 
and is the only form of Rinzai that exists today. The founder of the line is 
Nanpo Jomyo (Daio Kokushi, 1235-1309). He began his studies under 
Lan-hsi Tao-lung in Kamakura, going to China in 1259- There he studied 
under Hsii-t’ang Chih-yii (1185-1269), who had close connections with 
the Sung imperial court. Receiving his sanction, he returned in 1267 to his 
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former master in Kamakura. He spent over thirty years in Kyushu and was 
later called to Kamakura by the Hojo as chief abbot of the Kencho-ji. His 
teaching followed the strict koan style of his Chinese master and did not 
include elements of esoteric Buddhism. His principal heir was Shuho 
Myocho (Daito Kokushi). Myocho maintained a strict Sung style of Zen 
(although he never went to China) and probably was the first to make a sys¬ 
tematic program of koan study in Japan. After receiving his master’s sanc¬ 
tion he spent some twenty years in isolation, eventually emerging as a 
teacher. He was the founder of the Daitoku-ji and had close connections 
with Emperor Hanazono and the Imperial Court. It was he who was so 
highly critical of the Zen understanding of Muso Soseki. 

Shuho was followed at Daitoku-ji by Tetto Giko (1295—1369), who 
enlarged the temple, worked closely with his parishioners, and established 
branch temples in the area around Kyoto. Emperor Godaigo had given 
Daitoku-ji Gozan rank in 1333, but this was withdrawn because of objec¬ 
tions by other Gozan temples, who pointed out that the Daitoku-ji method 
of appointing successors to the abbotship differed from theirs. Since the 
style of teaching at Daitoku-ji differed considerably from that of the Gozan 
temples it did not receive the support of the Ashikaga bakufu, and was for 
a while in a very dilapidated condition. It prospered again when Ikkyu 
Sojun (1394-1481) became abbot. 

Ikkyu is one of the most famous of Japanese priests, noted for his eccen¬ 
tricities. He was the son of Emperor Gokomatsu, but his mother, for unex¬ 
plained reasons, was required to leave the court before his birth, so he never 
became an imperial prince. He became an acolyte at five, showed an apti¬ 
tude for composing Chinese poetry, and gave himself to energetic study. At 
twenty he went to practice Zen under Kaso Sodon (1352-1428) at 
Daitoku-ji and after a severe period of training attained enlightenment at 
twenty-six, awakened, as the story goes, by the cawing of crows while seated 
in meditation in a small boat. Ikkyu was a persistent critic of what he saw 
to be the venality and corruption of the monkhood. His Jikai sbu (Self¬ 
admonitions) is filled with vilifications of Yoso Soi (1379—1458), Kaso’s 
successor as abbot of Daitoku-ji, written in Chinese poetic form. Yoso is 
accused of trafficking in Zen, of selling certificates attesting to parishioners’ 
enlightenment, of seducing women within the temple compounds. Ikkyu 
was outraged that Yoso received the title of zenji, Zen master, from the 
emperor when his own teacher had not received this distinction. Ikkyu him¬ 
self would have nothing to do with the formalities of Zen. He rejected the 
highly-esteemed certificate of enlightenment and lived a life of freedom, 
although he spent the last eight years of his life as abbot of Daitoku-ji. His 
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poetry is collected under the title Kydun-sbu (Crazy cloud collection), the 
name he took as his sobriquet. Many of the verses contain double-entendres 
or extol a life of debauchery. Ikkyu openly frequented the gay quarters and 
cultivated deep attachments to women, all of which he speaks of in his 
verse. 

The Daitoku-ji was destroyed in 1468, during the Onin War, as were 
most of the temples in Kyoto. Reconstruction was begun in 1473. In late 
Muromachi and the Sengoku period branch temples of the Daitoku-ji 
spread throughout the country, often taking over temples that had once 
been connected with the Gozan. Meanwhile, a school centering around 
K&nzan Egen (1277-1360) at the Myoshin-ji was attracting students dis¬ 
enchanted with the literary fads and lack of Zen practice at the Gozan tem¬ 
ples. Kanzan was an extremely simple man, living in great poverty. Late in 
life he became the chief disciple of Shuho Myocho, and Emperor Hanazono 
on Myocho’s recommendation studied Zen under him. Whereas the disci¬ 
ples of Daio and Daito Kokushi compiled goroku or records of their masters, 
Kanzan left none, because he refused to lecture and thus left no materials 
to be recorded. 

The Myoshin-ji was not a major temple at first, but merely a subtemple 
of Daitoku-ji. Furthermore, when the Ouchi family rebelled against the 
Ashikaga in 1399, Yoshimitsu, because the incumbent abbot of Myoshin-ji 
had close connections with the Ouchi family, confiscated all the property of 
the temple and transferred the buildings elsewhere, and the monks scat¬ 
tered throughout the country. For a period the temple ceased to exist, but 
in 1432 a portion of the precincts was returned to the temple, the monks 
were recalled, and the temple was finally restored. The chief architect of the 
restoration was the seventh abbot, Nippo Soshun (1368-1448), who was 
called to Kyoto from the area around present-day Nagoya, to which many 
of the temple priests had dispersed. A succession of able abbots who put the 
temple on a sound fiscal basis and gained the support of local daimyos 
throughout the country followed, and the temple continued to prosper and 
expand. From the beginning of the sixteenth century a quarrel developed 
between Daitoku-ji and Myoshin-ji, and for a time all contact between the 
two temples ceased. Because Myoshin-ji was now more powerful than 
Daitoku-ji, the latter felt threatened and acted in self-defense. In 1509, 
when the Myoshin-ji was designated by the Imperial Court as a temple 
whose abbots were permitted to wear the purple robe, the Daitoku-ji, 
which had already been so honored, protested vehemently, but to no avail. 
The Myoshin-ji continued to gain the support of the various Sengoku 
daimyos and began to take over, one after the other, the Gozan, Jissetsu, 
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and shozan temples. Its successes in the provinces also included attracting 
poets, actors, and other people in the arts, merchants and doctors, and peo¬ 
ple from every rank. As had the Soto sect before it, it took pains to present 
itself to the common people, to adopt the local beliefs, and to conduct Bud¬ 
dhist services and offer prayers that catered to the masses. The traditional 
Zen practice that had been so characteristic of the school was neglected, the 
question-and-answer session was formalized, and missan-cho , secret records 
of koan interviews, were circulated widely, as they were in Gozan temples. 
The temples came more and more to resemble Tendai and Shingon estab¬ 
lishments, and the spirit and qualities of Zen became more and more 
difficult to discern. 

With the advent of the Tokugawa bakufu in the early seventeenth cen- 
tury, Buddhism as a whole came under strict government control, a system 
of main and branch temples was established, and all phases of Buddhist life 
were strictly regulated. The Tokugawa government was Confucian in its 
orientation and Buddhism was exposed to frequent attack. Though the 
period is often pictured as one of precipitate decline for Buddhism, it is 
marked by a creative reassessment of their faith by Buddhists and by an 
emphasis on scholarly concerns. Zen was no exception. Both the Rinzai and 
the Soto schools produced several figures of great distinction who were able 
to revitalize the teachings, and eit'her to lead them in new directions or to 

restore to them some of the vigor they possessed when first brought to 
Japan. 
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II. The Monastic Spirituality 
of Tien Master Dogen 
Tsuchida Tomoaki 


D OGEN (1200—1253) was one of the reformers and founders of 
Japanese Buddhist tradition as it went through reinvigoration 
and reform around the turn of the thirteenth century. Along 
with Pure Land Buddhism shaped by Honen and others, the 
meditation-centered Zen introduced by Eisai and Dogen helped Buddhist 
faithful to fathom the transcendental dimensions of human spirituality that 
Buddha and great masters of history had pointed to. Among the most 
respected spiritual masters Japan has ever seen, Dogen continues to com¬ 
mand admiration today, and his religious and philosophical thought to' 
merit serious study. 


Dogen’s Life 

Dogen was born in January 1200 into an aristocratic family. His father was 
to e Lord Kuga Michichika, and his mother a daughter of the chief 
i • °, r C ° ^ m P eror J Kujo Motofusa. When he was three years of age, 

is po itica y active lather died, and when he was eight his mother passed 
y acts not mentioned by Dogen anywhere in his writings. Like other 
stocratic males of his age, he most likely received an education in the 
minese classics and in Japanese waka poetry. 

is background would seem to have dictated a political career for him, 
ut .at t e age of thirteen he entered the novitiate at one of the temples in 
e nrya u-ji complex on Mt. Hiei. In 1214, he seems to have visited the 
temp e cnnin-ji in Kyoto, the first Zen monastery inaugurated by Myoan 
t 1 * 1 * 0 / ^ 1215) in 1203. 1 Dogen became a student of Myozen 

1225), a discipl^ of Eisai, in 1217 at Kennin-ji and was eventually 
confirmed as his successor. In 1223 Myozen took Dogen and others to 
ina to pursue further study at Zen monasteries. Dogen sojourned at sev¬ 
eral monasteries with Myozen, and after the latter’s death continued to seek 
out various masters until he visited T’ien-t’ung Ju-ching (1163-1228) for 
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the second time at the Ching-te-ssu temple of Mt. T’ien-t'ung. There he 
was certified by Ju-ching as a right successor in the Ts’ao-tung (J. Soto) line 
of Zen tradition. 

Dogen returned to Japan in 1227, carrying with him the ashes of his 
master Myozen and a collection of Buddhist literature, as well as the great 
aspiration to convey what he considered the authentic tradition of the Bud¬ 
dha-Way. While still at his port of landing, Kawajiri in Higo (present-day 
Kumamoto Prefecture) in Kyushu, he wrote a treatise entitled Fukanzazen- 
gi , exhorting people to zazen , or sitting (cross-legged) meditation. In the 
following year, he returned to Kennin-ji in Kyoto, but in 1230 was forced 
to move out—under pressure from Enryaku-ji, it is believed—to a small 
temple in the south of Kyoto, where he wrote the Bendowa (A Lecture on 
Studying the Way). In 1233 he opened Kosho Horin-ji, a new temple 
where he began to instruct and to write for monks coming to study and 
practice under him. Among those who joined his inchoate order were Koun 
Ejo (1198—1280), who was to become Dogen’s most trusted assistant and 
the second abbot of Eihei-ji after Dogen’s death, 2 and later Ejo s peer Tettsu 
Gikai (1219—1309), the future third abbot of Eihei-ji. 

Over the course of the next ten years, Dogen was active in teaching and 
writing at this temple and at Ropparamitsu-ji, also in Kyoto. His order con¬ 
tinued to grow until, in 1243, after the completion of the summer retreat, 
he and his disciples suddenly had to evacuate Horin-ji. This time they 
moved out of Kyoto into a remote place deep in the mountains of Echizen 
(present-day Fukui Prefecture). The move was supposedly forced on them 
by Enryaku-ji, the head of all the Buddhist institutions in the Imperial Cap¬ 
ital, where it policed new and reformatory Buddhists. (Enryaku-ji was also 
instrumental early on in penalizing Honcn and his followers, among them 
Shinran.) Dogen himself makes no mention of the reasons given for this 
difficult relocation or its background. In any case, the exodus from Horin- 
ji was facilitated by a warrior lord, Hatano Yoshishige, who had hear 
Dogen’s sermon (Shobogenzo zenki) in the previous year and offered a place 
within his fiefdom. This was obviously an important moment in Dogen s 
life, but it also marks a watershed in the history of Japanese Buddhist tra¬ 
dition: for the first time a vigorous, full-fledged monastery for contempla¬ 
tive life was established outside of the large cities. The warrior lord sup¬ 
ported Dogen and his order, donating a temple, Daibutsu-ji (daibutsu 
means “great Buddha”), and a set of Buddhist scriptures (tripitaka). 

In his new monastery Dogen gave sermons and lectures continually and 
laid out a monastic rule. In 1246 he renamed the temple Eihei-ji (eihei 
means “eternal peace”). 3 This was the start of a new Buddhist order or, in 
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Dogen’s view, the inauguration of the genuine Way of the Buddha in Japan. 
To this day Eihei-ji is the head temple of the Soto sect, one of the largest of 
Buddhist sects in Japan. 

In August 1247 Dogen traveled to Kamakura at the behest of the lord 
regent Hojo Tokiyori (1227—1263), there to teach the lord and others. He 
returned to Eihei-ji in March of the following year to take care of his own 
monastery; in 1249, the embodiment of the true monastic spirit that he was, 
he pledged never to leave Eihei-ji again. His health began to decline from 
around 1252, and he died in August of the following year at the age of fifty- 
three. As he was abbot of Eihei-ji, he has been called Eihei Dogen; he is 
sometimes also referred to by his posthumous name, Kigen. In 1879, he 
was conferred the honorary title Joyo Daishi by Emperor Meiji. 

Dogen was a contemplative monk who insisted on meditation in silent 
sitting, yet he left many writings behind. The most important among them 
are the Shobogenzo (The Essence of the Buddha’s True Dharma), which, 
together with several handwritten manuscripts, still extant, seems to rep¬ 
resent Dogen s original writing; and the Eihei korokti , a collection of ser¬ 
mons, lectures, and comments, recorded and edited by his disciples. In 
addition we have the Hokyoki , memoirs from his days in China, Eukan- 
zazengi, Gakudo ydjinsbu (Advice on Learning the Way), Tenzo kyokun . 
(Instructions for the Chief of the Monastery Kitchen), and a number of 
monastic regulations to whose composition Dogen must have , devoted 
much of his later days in order to give Zen monastic life a firm grounding 

ror the first time in Japan. 


Dogen’s Buddhacentric Practice 

Dogen s spirituality as revealed in the Shobogenzo and other writings 
R.vo ved around three points. First, it is a thoroughly Buddha-oriented 
practice. The kind of meditation practiced by the Buddha and his followers 
t rou 8 many generations is meant to be a witness to the truth of being, 
peec acts or verbal communications about the truth between master and 
disciple are meant to be transcendental, as between a buddha and a bud- 
a, and fidelity to the routine activities of everyday monastic life is under¬ 
stood as part of the pursuit of Buddhism. In short, Dogen’s Buddha-Way is 
or each individual to realize and embody buddhahood, to become a buddha. 

Against the backdrop of the Japanese Buddhist tradition, where founders 
o sects tend to be the primary focus of veneration (sometimes even eclips¬ 
ing the figure of Sakyamuni Buddha), Dogen’s spirituality stands out for its 
focus on the Buddha. For Dogen the Buddha had lived not so long ago, and 
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indeed is still visible in the great masters. Through the genealogy of the 
masters tracing their origins to the Buddha, the rightful heirs of succes¬ 
sion—such as D5gen also considered himself—could feel a close kinship 
with the Buddha himself. 

Second, Dogen’s spirituality is rooted firmly in the Lotus Sutra and other 
scriptures that he felt transmitted the words as well as the spirit of the Bud¬ 
dha. This differs markedly from many a Chinese Zen master who boasted 
of “heart to heart transmission” and of a position “not dependent on the 
words and letters of the scriptures” (phrases rarely used by Dogen) and 
tended to slight, if not scoff at, the role of scriptural formulations and 
explanations of transcendence. That Dogen was well-versed in the Lotus 
Sutra is obvious from the way the Shobogeuzo is studded with phrases and 
words from its text. Moreover, he spent his early years at Enryaku-ji, the 
center of Tendai (C. T’ien-t’ai) Buddhology based on the writings of T ien- 
t’ai Chih-i (538-597) about the Lotus Sutra . (T’ien-t’ai Buddhology was a 
religio-philosophical synthesis of doctrine and practice that included Zen 
meditation.) 

Third, Dogen was emphatically committed to a form of transcendental 
monism that dynamically united transcendence and immanence (as well as 
knowledge and faith) in action. This action centered on meditation in the 
cross-legged o: “lotus” position, and in life in the monastery, which, in 
Dogen’s appreciation, was of a kind with the life the Buddha and his early 
disciples as well as the great Zen masters in China had lived. Every inclina¬ 
tion to make the Buddha or his word an object for one s own use needs to 
be transcended by acting like the Buddha, that is, by meditating and 
speaking as Buddha had. (This alone must never be transcended.) 


The Aieaning of Practice 

Dogen began his quest for truth at an early age. As a rank novice he had 
his doubts about the meaning of religious ascesis: if beings are endowed 
with innate Buddha-nature, why in the past, in the present, and in the 
future do buddhas turn away from the world and seek bodhi? It was a question 
about being a Buddhist, but more than that, a question about the meaning 
of a human life that decays and passes away so quickly. Not only the lives 
of his own parents but the lives of hundreds of people around him were 
under constant threat during the tumultuous years at the beginning of the 
Kamakura period (1200—1333). It was a great turning point in Japanese his¬ 
tory, when the ancient regime of aristocracy was falling apart. In its place 
there arose a warrior class under the leadership of Minamoto Yoritomo 




28. Dogen (1200-1253). 










ZEN 


279 


(1147-1199), who around 1192 formed the shogunate at Kamakura, far 
from the seat of the old regime in Kyoto. 

Spiritually, too, a new era was dawning for institutional Buddhism. Once 
firmly established Buddhist schools in Nara and Kyoto, although still 
officially recognized and supported, were on the decline. For example, in 
1193 one of the most highly regarded religious figures of the day, Jokei of 
the Hosso-shu ( Vijuanavdcia , Consciousness-Only school) left Kofuku-ji, 
the most powerful temple in Nara, disgusted with its moral and religious 
degeneration. Numerous holy men (bijiri) experimented with all sorts of 
asceticisms away from the large temples. In 1191 Myoan Eisai (or, Yosai) 
had introduced a new school of Buddhism from China, the Lin-chi (Rinzai) 
line of Zen, which, under the patronage of the Shogunate, gradually found 
acceptance in Kyoto as well. The most notable change, however, was the 
rise of the Amida-faith movement under Honen (Genku, 1133—1212) and 
his followers. Despite official suppression that included the exile of Honen, 
Shinran, and others in 1207, the movement spread both among the estab¬ 
lishment and among the common people. This idea of faith aimed at a qui- 
etistic” and total dependence on the saving powers of Amida Buddha, 
sometimes to the point of disregarding Buddhist studies and religious prac¬ 
tices, and sometimes even bordering on antinqmianism. Objections were 
voiced to this mass movement, especially by learned scholars and strict asce¬ 
tic practitioners like Jokei and Myoe (Kobcn, 1173—1232) of the Kegon 
School. But for all the opposition, a new era was dawning, questioning old 
ways and seeking a more existential, easy-to-understand religiosity. 

In this environment the perceptive mind of the young Dogen continued 
to seek an answer to his problem, but none around him was able to provide 
a satisfactory answer. He went to China in 1223, during the time of the 
Great Song, as an attendant to his Rinzai master Myozen. While they were 
still aboard the ship at Ming-chou (Ning-po in Che-chiang Province) wait¬ 
ing for a landing permit, Dogen met an old monk of sixty-one years, chief 
of the kitchen at a temple some nineteen kilometers away. He had traveled 
the distance in search of a special vegetable being transported by this ship 
from Japan. Dogen was impressed by this monk and begged him to stay a 
while so that they might attend him, but the monk declined, explaining 
that despite his advanced years he had been placed in charge of this impor¬ 
tant work in service of the Buddha-Way. Dogen was deeply moved and 
realized that not only meditation and study, but even cooking for one s fel¬ 
low monks, was part of Buddhist life. 

Later, during his stay at the Ching-te-ssu temple of Mt. T’ien-t’ung near 
Ningbo, Dogen was to meet a similar monk. On a hot summer’s afternoon, 
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the chief of the kitchen, a sixty-eight-year-old monk, was out in the scorch¬ 
ing sun drying sea vegetables. Dogen felt sorry for him and asked why he 
did not let his underlings do the work. The old man replied, “What other 
time should I wait for?” In other words, the right time to do what must be 
done is at this very moment. 

Dogen included these two episodes in his Tenzo kyokun , written in 1237 
for his own monks at Kosho-ji in Kyoto, to show not only that kitchen 
work is an important form of Buddhist practice, but also that to live as a 
disciple of the Buddha is to embrace the Buddha-Way in all the aspects of 
life—even in cooking, serving, and eating. In 1239 Dogen composed 
detailed instructions for his disciples on how to wash one’s face and mouth 
(Sbobogenzo senmen) and on toiletry (Sbobogenzo senjo), as even these daily 
tasks should be done in a way befitting a follower of the Buddha. If done 
religiously, even these acts can help one to transcend the mundane and to 
see the Buddha. 

A phrase cited by Dogen frequently in his writings as suited to his spiri¬ 
tuality is taken from the exchange between the Sixth Patriarch, Hui-neng 
(638-723), and his successor Huai-jang (677-744): 

Does one yet resort to Buddhist practices and testimony of enlighten¬ 
ment?” 

It is not that there are no practices and enlightenment, but that these 
cannot be defiled.” 

Dogen expands on this idea in the Bendotva (1231), an early treatise that is 
a kind of manifesto written after he had returned from China and settled in 

a temple. In a general outline of his approach to the True Way to 

Buddhahood, he says: 

It will be a heretical view if one would think that practices and testimony of 
en lg tenment are not one; in Buddha’s truth, practices and enlightenment 
are one an same. Practicing at this very moment is done in enlightenment; 
thus the beginner’s striving in the Way is the whole of the innate enlighten¬ 
ment. at is why we teach not to expect enlightenment outside practices. 

Fundamental to Dogen s Buddha-Way is the conviction that every act as a 
isciple of the Buddha and the ultimate testimony (of enlightenment) 4 are 
one and inseparable. 

There is a chapter in the Sbobogenzo entitled Gyobutsuigi (Practice is the 
Buddha s Majesty). The title contains a striking term coined by Dogen, 
gyobutsu , which can mean putting buddhahood into action,” or “Buddha in 
action. The idea is that the moment one knows and comprehends bodhi as 
bodhi, one is bound by the insight. In fact, buddhas in the Buddha-Way do 
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29. Soto nuns seated in meditation at Nisodo, Nagoya, Japan. 


not await bodhi\ only the acting buddha will truly understand the acts in 
the Buddha-transcending Way. Mere comprehension, no matter how lofty 
the notions of buddha or dharma that it contains, may be no more than a 
trap or temptation. It is in this spirit that Soto Zen proclaims that 
“dignified manner (igi) is Buddha-dharma, and proper manner ( saho , as in 
ritual) is the tenet [of the Soto school].” Each and every act must be regu¬ 
lated to aid in transcendence. Everything one does must testify to the truth 
of being that the Buddha revealed. All is to be sacramental. 

Striving in the Way with Body and Mind Together 

Given Dogen’s emphasis on appropriate action and the implied transcend¬ 
ing of dualism between the Buddha realm and the realm* of this world, it 
follows naturally that his idea of learning the Way should entail the body 
as well as the mind and heart. This is just what we find in the Shinjin gakudd 
(Body-Mind Learns the Way) chapter of the Shobogenzo. 

The body-mind as Dogen understands it has two aspects: it is the whole 
being of the seeker after truth who follows the Buddha-Way and it is the 
realization of the true self as one with all beings in the universe. It means 
that what I perceive as my body and my mind hav£ first to be “dropped in 
order for the body-mind to become real. This is what takes place in the 
learning of the Way, or rather when the Way is realized in the body-mind. 
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(As we see below, this learning of the Way, with body and mind/heart in 
order to realize oneself along with others, resonates with other Japanese 
notions of‘‘ways,” or specialized vocations.) 

This realization of self and beings together (“the earth and sentient 
beings realize bodhi simultaneously with the Buddha-seeker’s realization of 
the truth”) draws one’s attention to the voices of a stream, to the changing 
colors of a mountain, to learning from the blossoming of a plum flower, and 
so forth—all beings disclose and speak of the Buddha-dharma as part of its 
continued realization. 5 Only in our sin, when we are sunk in idleness with¬ 
out faith,.are we hindered from seeing this oneness between our life’s truth 
and that of other beings. Dogen’s Zen opens up horizons on the unity of 
beings in the universe that are consonant with the traditional Japanese 
ethos and at the same time conducive to sharpening the aestheticism appre¬ 
ciative of “flower and birds, winds and moon.” 


Seeing the Buddha 

For Dogen the official certificate of transmission of the dharma ( shisho : writ¬ 
ten certificate of master-disciple succession) that he had received from the 
Chinese master Ju-ching—a Zen practice found in China and elsewhere to 
verify the authenticity of dharma-heirs—was of utmost importance for him. 
It was not just a legitimation of his right in the Soto line. It meant that in 
the lineage that begins with Sakyamuni Buddha and continues in unbroken 
succession from one master to one disciple down to Ju-ching and finally to 
himself, there was a transmission of Buddhahood that gave him a warm, 
personal, and direct communication with all his predecessors, including Sakya¬ 
muni. This should be understood as part of Dogen’s broader insistence that 
living and striving like the Buddha enables one to meet the Buddha himself. 

The Shobogenzo kenbutsu (Seeing the Buddha) thus rejects, and the rejec¬ 
tion is repeated elsewhere, the tendency in China and especially in Japan to 
exalt founders of particular sects, like Lin-chi or Yiin-men (or, for that mat¬ 
ter, Kobo Daishi [Kukai] of the Shingon sect, Shinran of theJodo Shin sect, 
and so forth in Japan), to positions of honor sometimes even exceeding that 
of Sakyamuni Buddha. Dogen’s Buddha-Way was primarily an “imitation 
of the-Buddha, a living and acting as the Buddha Sakyamuni had, in par¬ 
ticular, as the Lord of the Lotus Sutra. This seeing of the Buddha as he 
understood it differed from the Jodo (Pure Land) Buddhists’ visualization of 
the Amida Buddha, as we see it depicted in so many pictures around 
Dogen s time and after. In the devotional practice of calling on the name 
“ namu-amida-butsu Pure Land Buddhists believed that at their deathbed 
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Amida Buddha would appear with his holy retinue to receive the faithful 
into his paradise in the West. Dogen’s “seeing” is somewhat more mystical, 
but it is a mysticism located in the concrete practice of Buddha-like prac¬ 
tices and in the interpersonal exchange with one’s master rather than in an 
anticipated deathbed apparition. 

Among the chapters in the Shobogenzo touching on the blossoming of a 
flower as a symbol of the manifestation of the truth of being there is one 
entitled Kuge (literally, “empty, or illusory, flower”). The metaphor is found 
in a number of Buddhist sutras, but it became widely known through its 
appearance in the Shou-leng-yen-ching, a scripture that enjoyed an enormous 
popularity in China from the eighth century on, though at an early stage 
Dogen, among others, doubted its authenticity. In the sutra, kuge (C. k ung- 
hua ), an illusory flower that to the eyes of the deranged would appear in the 
air, was likened to the search for enlightenment outside of one’s own mind, 
even though all along one is endowed innately with a pure, Buddha-like 
mind. We are reminded here of the young Dogen struggling against the 
kind of immanentism that would eclipse true transcendence. 

If, as some Buddhists contend, things around us are empty and without 
any independent being of their own, so too, Dogen says, is “innate enlight¬ 
enment. One has always radically to examine what one believes oneself to 
be seeing to know if it is illusory or not, to know if it is really seen or only 
imagined. The flowering of beings, though not necessarily visible to the 
physical eye, can be distorted by bias and conditioning at the notional level. 
Or again, in the practicing and progressing on the Buddha-Way, one may 
find that one is acting blindly, and knowing what blindness means, learn to 
see oneself as being in this world while ever transcending it. In this way one 
can see the Buddha in the flowering of beings that coexist with the seer, 
with the one who walks the Buddha-Way. 

Buddhacentric Practice 

The question arises, and rightly so, why Dogen insists on seated meditation 
(zazen) when there are many other approaches to the Buddha’s truth. In 
Dogen’s time, for instance, we see the Shingon synthesis of ritualistic prac¬ 
tices, meditation on mandalas, and concentration on the utterance of holy 
words (inantra), as well as Amida Buddhism’s exclusive concentration on 
the vocal chanting of Amida’s name. Between these two lay a whole spec¬ 
trum of other supposedly efficacious or merit-accumulating acts. 

Dogen’s response was simple: zazen is the true gate to the Buddha’s truth 
because Sakyamuni the Great Teacher practiced it, testified to it, and 
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transmitted it as the supreme method. Not only buddhas in the past and 
present, and buddhas to be, but also great masters in the West (India) and 
in the East have practiced it and attained bodhi. What is more, meditation 
in this posture is the most peaceful (Shobogenzo bendowa). 

Properly seated meditation is the core of what has been passed down from 
the Buddha to his disciples, from one master to another down through the 
generations, without interruption and without modifications. In seeking to 
adhere to the Way of the Buddha in every aspect of life, Dogen even turned 
to “Hlnayana” texts dealing with Buddhist precepts—texts that were 
largely ignored by other Japanese “Mahayana” Buddhists—for concrete 
rules and forms of practice. To live as Buddha did was of such supreme 
importance for him that, even though he held monastic life in such high 
esteem, he insisted that no regard should be given to status, age, or sex 
among the Buddha’s children in their quest for truth. One thinks here, for 
example, of the Shobogenzo raihai-toknzui (Bowing and Attaining the Quin¬ 
tessence [of what master has to transmit]). 6 Citing actual instances of nuns 
and lay faithful being great masters, he writes: 


Those who have attained the truth [dharma] are each of them none other 
than an authentic buddha, and others should not see in them the persons 
they formerly were. They see me in a wholly new way, and I see them just as 
the here and now [of testifying to the ultimate truth] surely enters into here 
and now. For instance, a nun who has received and keeps the essence of the 
True Dharma should receive homage from all ranks of saints and bodhi- 
sattvas who would come, do reverence to her, and ask her about the truth. 
How can a male be superior? Just as the firmament is what it is, just as earth, 
water, fire and wind [the four elements] are what they are, and just as [mate¬ 
rial] form-perception-notion-volition-consciousness [the five aggregates that 
make up the body and mind of all sentient beings of the world] are what they 
are, so are women. Those who have attained the truth can see this to be so. 
In any case, what should be respected is the attainment of the truth: there is 
no point to quibbling about whether one is a man or a woman. This is the 
ultimate law of the Buddha-Way. 


Buddhata and Attainment 

Dogen did not use the word go (C. wu; J. satori\ awakening, enlightenment) 
as often as sho (C. cheng\ certify, witness, testify). The phrase from the Great 
Nirvana Sutra , All sentient beings are possessed of Buddha-nature,” has 
been cited often in China and Japan in support of the idea that all beings 
are equally endowed with the same potential to become Buddha. This idea, 
in turn, has tended to reify that potentiality and identify it as the power of 
perception innate to each individual. Such a “gnostic” view of the psyche 
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would, however, lead to a denial of transcendence, which is why Dogen 
considers it heretical. For him, the notion of “all sentient beings” itself 
already points to a transcendent dimension revealed by the Buddha. All liv¬ 
ing beings are, through and through, beings of the Buddha. That is, beings 
are transcendent and ever transcending. They are in transcendence in act , 
not merely in our perception or understanding of what Buddha-nature 
might be or what enlightenment is like. 

The truth that the Buddha and other masters discovered and testified to 
is open to us insofar as it is realized in and through beings. Our existence, 
acting, and knowing—that is, our openness-in-faith to the transcendental 
dimension—is realized in time. Beings are existent in time; they exist as 
time. The Buddha and other masters are also known by us in time in that 
all beings are copresent in time and communicate among themselves 
through the action of the Buddha. As we participate in the concrete action 
of the Buddha-Way, our existence, just as it is, entails a transcending, a par¬ 
ticipation in an External Now. There is no turning away from the realiza¬ 
tion of the Buddha’s truth, whatever one’s state in life. All beings are 
bathed through and through with the light that the Buddha’s time contin¬ 
ually provides. 

In this sense, there is no end to the Buddha-Way, there is no fixing bud- 
dhahood with words and concepts. There is only continuous, ever tran¬ 
scending life as a traveler on the Buddha-Way, in communion with the bud- 
dhas and masters and all beings about us who always and ever speak the 
Buddha’s truth and make it manifest, drawing us actively into it. 


To Speak 

Dogcn’s lectures, sermons, and reflections were compiled in the Shobogenzo 
(75 original fascicles, plus 12 new, and 8 or so others). They were written 
down in Japanese in the form in which he delivered them orally to his con¬ 
gregation in Kyoto and later in Echizen. In those days, most of the formal 
writings by Japanese intellectuals were regularly rendered in Chinese. (Not 
only had Dogen been trained to read Chinese, he was also proficient in spo¬ 
ken Chinese. He also wrote works in Chinese, among them Eihei koroku, 
Fukanzazengi , Gakudd ydjinshu, and his memoirs of China, the Hoyoki.) 

Yet, like the Zen masters in China who instructed in the everyday ver¬ 
nacular tongue, Dogen prepared his lectures in Japanese, since most of 
them were intended for oral presentation to his congregation. Still, the 
Shobogenzo is notoriously difficult to understand. 7 In part this is due to the 
fact that his sentences are sprinkled with vernacular Chinese Zen phrases. 
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But more basically, it is a result of his attempt to give fresh expression in 
his own “language” to the transcendental dimension that the Buddhist 
scripture and Zen masters’ sayings are trying to convey, while at the same 
time considering the speech acts of bodhi-seekers as themselves acts in and 
of transcendence, that is, as participatory testimonies to ultimate truth. In 
this regard we read in the Shobogenzo bukkyo (The Buddhas’ Teachings): 

The realization of the do of the buddhas, that is, of the words or Way [or: the 
Way expressed in words 8 ], constitutes the buddha’s teachings. As do is by 
buddhas'for buddhas, [the act of] teaching is transmitted correctly for [acts 
of] teaching. This is the turning of the wheel of Buddha-dharma. Within the 
quintessence of this dharma turning like the wheel, buddhas have been real¬ 
ized as such and ordained to attain nirvana. 

This verbal act of transcendence pushes words to their limits, almost to 
the point of violating ordinary Japanese syntax. Even when a sentence 
makes sense, one quickly gets lost trying to comprehend its connection 
with what follows. Dogen takes each phrase, however well known it may 
be, and pulls it apart piece by piece, turning it upside down, reshuffling the 
terms, imagining new juxtapositions—all in the effort to rethink it radical¬ 
ly. In this way he tries to elicit hidden dimensions of the text and engage 
his listeners in the search for new meanings that can be tested and validated 
in one s own life as a Buddha-seeker, leading one toward transcendence. 

In wrestling with the words of the scriptures, the buddhas, and the mas¬ 
ters of the past, Dogen has an idea of the k5an that goes beyond what has 
been formulated into textbooks and employed over many generations of 
Zen masters in China. Virtually every utterance, every gesture or action 
made by buddhas and masters, and ultimately even the mountains and 
waters, the flowers and trees are koan that can speak of the Buddha turn¬ 
ing the dharma-wheel and revealing the transcendent. For example, in the 
Shobogenzo sokushinzebutsu (This Mind Itself Is the Buddha-Mind), Dogen 
questions this illustrious phrase sokushinzebutsu that had been formulated by 
Ma-tsu Tao-i (709—789) and seems to have been conducive to a certain 
mind-only subjectivism prevalent in Chinese Zen of later generations. 
Dogen criticizes this tendency roundly in many of the chapters of his Shobo - 
genzo. He not only examines the meaning of each of the four characters soku - 
shin-ze-butsu , he even jumbles them in every possible combination to see if 
this might elicit fresh insight. 

In the Dote (Right Saying) chapter of the Shobogenzo Dogen says: 

All buddhas and masters have their say. Thus, when buddhas and masters 
tested buddhas and masters, they always questioned the latter whether they 
have had their words [say] or not. This question was asked with mind/heart, 
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with physical action, with staff and whisk, and even with pillars and 
lanterns. 9 Those who are not buddhas and masters do not question, do not 
have their say, as they have not met buddhas or masters yet. 

One does not gain one’s own say [i.e., recognition as rightly testifying to 
buddhahood] by following someone else, nor by one’s own power and 
strength. If one verily pursues the buddhas and masters and strives to exam¬ 
ine them as being oneself a buddha and master [i.e., both in fact and in ori¬ 
entation], one has one’s say as a buddha and master. As they have always 
been in the past, Buddha-scekers are now in the present toiling and testify¬ 
ing to the truth in the [act of) right saying [i.e., communicating or testify¬ 
ing verbally to ultimate truth]. 

As buddhas and masters strive with might and main to become buddhas 
and masters [through following them by transcending them], examining and 
affirming the acts of saying [words] of the buddhas and masters, this saying 
will itself be a striving and examining over three years, eight years, thirty 
years, or forty years, and will say it out with all its own might [i.e., the word 
will bear fruit of itself). Over so many decades, there is in this case no inter¬ 
ruption in one’s say [which, however, involves non-saying or striving in 
silence as well, for the striving in silence is itself an act according to and in 
the Buddha’s word]. 

In the above passage, Dogen seems to be saying, in line with his basic 
approach, that from the moment one sets out on the Buddha-Way one is 
already testifying to the truth at each moment. The first steps to conver¬ 
sion already entail the last, namely, seeing the Buddha, testifying to bodbi , 
becoming a Buddha together with other buddhas and masters. The begin¬ 
ning and the end are united in living and striving on the Buddha-Way 
without ceasing. Or, more precisely put, since there is no final end but only 
constant transcending, as long as one does not deviate from the Buddha- 
Way or object to its path of life and truth, one is already living as a Bud- 
dha-seeker and testifying to Buddhahood, verbally or otherwise, in every¬ 
thing one does. 


Dogen Rediscovered 

After Dogen’s death the strict order he had set up at Eihei-ji was main¬ 
tained by his disciple Ejo and then by Gikai. The monastery remained 
small, although Gikai opened Daijo-ji (located in present-day Kanazawa, 
Ishikawa Prefecture) toward the end of the thirteenth century. Gikai s dis¬ 
ciple Keizan Jokin (1268—1325) studied mystic Buddhism and Tendai doc¬ 
trine, traveled widely around the country, and was active in making the 
Soto sect known. Thanks to his efforts and those of his successors, the sect 
spread among the common people and eventually grew to a large institu¬ 
tion nationwide. Nonetheless, for centuries Dogen and his writings were 
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revered without being much studied. During the Edo period (1600-1868) 
several Soto scholar monks wrote commentaries on the Shobogenzo , and in 
1*815 most of it was published, finally, for the first time. During our own 
century Dogen has drawn the attention not only of Soto scholars but also 
of intellectuals in general. 


Dogen and the Ways 

Zeami Motokiyo (1363?—1443?), the Noh playwright, actor, and theorist, 
who together with his father, Kan’ami, perfected Noh (sarugaku) as an 
important performing art, was ordained a Zen priest in the Soto line around 
1422 at the Nara temple of Fugan-ji and given the name Shio Zenho. He 
was around sixty years of age at the time and had handed the leadership of 
his troupe over to his son Motomasa. Zeami continued to produce plays and 
wrote one treatise on Noh after the other. We have no reliable account of 
the circumstances under which he formally assumed a Buddhist name, nor 
can we find any trace, in all his writings, of his familiarity with Dogen’s 
own words. Still, Zeami’s writings reveal a close affinity to Zen teachings in 
general, at least on a popular level. 

Zeami is remarkable for his single-minded, lifelong quest for beauty in 
Noh plays a notion he crystallized in what he called “the flower” or buna. 
The hana blooms and withers in ways that differ from flower to flower, from 
season to season. Yet there is something common to all flowers that fasci¬ 
nates, charms, and enhances the joy of life. Zeami’s aim was for playwright, 
actors, and audience to construct the hana together by pursuing its beauty 
not only in the performance of a particular play on a particular stage at a 
particular time, but permanently by approximating the quintessence of 

eauty, the true hana. To attain the hana required constant selfless striving 
an rigorous study, free of all conceits and self-authentication. Through col- 
a orating with the audience in individual plays, the actor will draw near, 
on a metaphysical level, to the true and ultimate hana , and in so doing carry 
on the Way of Noh. The hana and the dedication of one’s life to it are con¬ 
sonant with the Buddhist quest for the Way. 

Dogen s emphasis on dignified deportment (igi) and proper manners 
(saho) was heeded not only by Zen monks at Soto monasteries, but also 
honored in the phrase gyogi-saho (well-mannered activity) in all sorts of tra¬ 
ditional ?nichi (or do, ways), arts, and disciplines. 10 The terms gyogt and saho 
entered common speech, bringing a kind of formalism to Japanese decorum 
and aestheticism. The michi-e ndeavors share the common characteristics of 
being action-centered (participants performing together, with body and 
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mind engaged in the act), process-oriented (focused less on the result than 
on the collaborative constitution of the act, aesthetic or spiritual, or the 
conviviality of performing it together), and stressing an impeccable mastery 
of form. The way, michi, is necessarily a multiplicity of ways in that it 
involves concrete action in concrete situations and engages the body and 
mind of the individual. For this reason it can be pursued in all sorts of par¬ 
ticular disciplined endeavors or arts. By striving in this way, one is able not 
only to arrive at the pinnacle of the art one is practicing but also at spiri¬ 
tual mastership. 

Dogen rejected the term Zenshu (Zen sect). For him there can be but one 
genuine, ever-transcending Buddha-Way, and meditation, acting, and 
speaking like the Buddha is its essence. His was a rigorous yet peaceful way 
of living in faith. Although some of the traditional Zen Buddhist symbol¬ 
ism that Dogen embraced—for example, the legendary succession of mas¬ 
ters from Sakyamuni down to the present—may be considered “mythical, 
as today’s historical research confirms, his meditation-centered spirituality 
is remarkably free of historical and ethnic baggage, and points to a univer¬ 
sal human quality of faith and the capacity for transcendence. 


Notes 

1. Eisai had introduced the Rinzai (C. Lin-chi) line of Zen Buddhism from China 
in 1191 and since then was active in an attempt to restore Buddhism in Japan 
through Zen meditation. 

2. Ejo wrote down Dogen’s sayings in these early years from around 1235 into 
1238, and compiled them into a work known as the Shobogenzo zuimonki (The 
Quintessence of the True Dharma As I Heard It). 

3. Eihei is also the era title (C. Yung-p’ing) in China in whose eighth year (A.D. 
65), according to legend, Buddhism was introduced to China for the first time. 

4. Dogen almost always uses the word sho to point to the attainment ot bo ah 1 , 
rather than satori or go (C. wti). The latter term, however, is addressed in the Shobo- 
genzo claigo (Great Enlightenment), where the all too common view of go as a one- 
time experience is countered. “Buddhas and masters leap out of the sphere of the 
great enlightenment (daigo), and great enlightenment is the quintessence that 
leaps transcendently out of the buddhas and masters.” In this way Dogen redefines 
satori or go as an ever-transcending process in and towards bodhi that a disciple o 
the Buddha pursues, rather than as an ultimate end of Buddhist; practice. 

3. There are several chapters in the Shobogenzo dealing with this, such as Keisei^ 
sanshoku (The Sounds of the Stream, The Colors of the Mountain), Sansuikyo 
(Mountains and Rivers as the Buddha’s Sutra), and Baika (Plum Blossom), in 
which the encounter with beings in “nature” helps the seeker realize the truth of 
the Buddha. 

6. This title refers to the legendary episode in which the second-patriarch-to-be, 
Hui-k’o, was asked by Bodhidharma what he as a disciple had attained; he silently 
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bowed, thus being confirmed by Bodhidharma as having gotten the very essence 
(zui, marrow) of the Master. 

7. See Tamaki Koshiro, Dogen (Tokyo: Shunjusha, 1996). Tamaki, a renowned 
Buddhologist who has long been studying Dogen in addition to other major Bud¬ 
dhist writings, insists that Dogen is far more difficult to read and make sense of 
than any other philosophical works from the West or the East. 

8. Do (C. tao) means primarily "way," as in the terms butsudo (Buddha-Way) or 
Tao-chiao (Taoism, the Way’s teaching), but as a verb it means "to say.” In addi¬ 
tion, the word was also employed at times to translate bodhi. 

9. Dogen has a chapter in the Shobogenzo titled Mujoseppo (Non-Sentient Beings 
Proclaim Buddha-Dharma). The staff and whisk were used by the master sym¬ 
bolically when giving lectures and instructions; pillars and lanterns were also 
familiar objects in the meditation hall and elsewhere, representing, in the Zen con¬ 
text, non-sentient beings. 

10. Michi was a generic term for various specialized, disciplined enterprises and 
occupations, such as chadd (the way of tea), kudo (the way of the floral arts), kendo 
(the way of the sword), budo (the way of the martial arts), bushido (the way of the 
warrior), or even Shinto (the way of the gods). 
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I N A PERIOD of increasing secularization and intellectualization, three 
remarkable seventeenth century Zen thinkers reshaped their tradi¬ 
tion, each creating a distinctive and concentrated brand of Zen wis¬ 
dom, which was an antidote to dualistic and rationalistic tendencies 
in the culture and a powerful response to the spiritual needs of Japanese 
people of that time. Besides being striking personalities and teachers, these 
three—Takuan Soho (1573-1645), Bankci Yotaku (1622-1693), and 
Shido Munan (1603-1676)—were real thinkers. Their writings reveal a 
modern Zen that is not only a path of monastic spiritual practice but also 
a major social and cultural presence and a resource for radical philosophical 
questioning. 


Takuan and the Self 

Takuan came from a samurai family. He was a scholar, poet, tea master, cal¬ 
ligrapher, ink painter, and teacher of swordsmanship in the Zen spirit o t no¬ 
mind, and his name is a household word as the inventor of the takuan (pick¬ 
le). 1 Formed in Rinzai Zen at Daitoku-ji, his real teachers were the Gozan 
scholar-monk Monsai Tonin (d. 1603), whose library he inherited, and the 
rugged Itto Shoteki (d. 1606), his spiritual master, who brought him to 
that experience of enlightenment that underlies many of the passages we 
shall be reading. Saddled with the abbotship of Daitoku-ji in 1609 at the 
remarkably early age of thirty-five, Takuan preferred to roam the country, 
enjoying nature-and art in rural temples. Because of his resistance to pres¬ 
sures on Buddhism from the shogunate, he was banished to northern Japan 
in 1629. Later he was back in favor. He lectured on Tsung-mi s Treatise on 
the Origins of the Human (Yiian-jen Inn) in the presence of the retired emper¬ 
or Go-Mizunoo. The shogun, lemitsu, admired him greatly and summoned 
him to Edo. He founded Tokai-ji in Shinagawa in 1638, and his grave there 
is adorned with a takuayi- shaped stone. 

Amid all these activities, Takuan, as a Zen thinker, was preoccupied with 
the question: "What is the true self?” In the first chapter of his An jin homon 
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(Gateway to calming the mind), he speaks of the true self from several per¬ 
spectives. Commenting on Bodhidharma’s words, “In confusion a person 
goes after things; in enlightenment things come to the person,” he writes: 

The confusion that is far from truth consists in chasing after deception. What 
is true is the self (jiko). The self is mind (kokoro). In mind there is deluded 

mind (?ndshin) and true mind ( shinshin ). The self is true mind_The person 

is self (ga). Within the self there is a delusory self and the true self. The delu¬ 
sory self is a provisionally assembled body of the four great elements. The 
true self is the one true subject (shutai) within this body of the delusory 
self.... Enlightenment is enlightenment with regard to the truth. The truth 
is the self. The self is self-nature (jisho). Self-nature is the above-mentioned 
true mind. To understand true mind is to see that mind and nature are one. 
(Ichikawa, 121-22) 

Notice the radical theory of truth proposed in the identification of the true 
with the self. Note also, however, that there is a true self in the depths of 
this self. Later in the same work we read: 

In the self there is the true self and the delusory self. Because we attend to 
the delusory self we fail to attain the path (michi). Even the true self should 
be forgotten, how much more so the delusory one.... 

The self is not limited to my individual body, but extends to all living crea¬ 
tures— Understanding that the self is no thing is to realize no-self..(155, 
161, 162) 6 

Takuan identifies truth with the self as absolute subject, as opposed to sur¬ 
face objectifications of selfhood. This absolute subject, however, transcends 
self-consciousness and is not confined to what we ordinarily understand by 
selfhood; that is the point of the remark, “the true self should be forgotten.” 
In the Riki sabetsuron he writes: 

As soon as there is one thought or discriminative fixation (nen), mind has 
come into being. Nature is that which exists before any thought or discrim¬ 
ination arises. (Ichikawa, 105) 

To break through the confused or human mind” to the “great mind,” the 
Tao mind, or the direct and unmediated mind,” we must follow this 
nature, which appears to be identical with what has traditionally been 
called Buddha-nature. 

Later, in the Fudochi shinmyoroku , he approaches th'e issue from a different 
angle, referring to the mind that “concentrates on one thing and dwells on it 
exclusively ’ as henshin (a biased mind) or mdshin (forgetful mind), or even as 
ushin (conscious mind), whereas the mind that has expanded to encompass 
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30. Takuan Soho (1573-1645) 


everything is called shoshin (true mind), bonsbin (fundamental mind), and 
mushin (no-mind), or “the true mind that appears when the mind has no 
place to abide” (Diamond Sutra). These designations are reached through a 
discussion of the relation between the mind and physical freedom, whereas 
in the Anjin homon , usbin and mushin are contrasted in terms of the relation 
between the mind and things: 

Usbin is to place things directly in contact with mind, and mushin is to 
exclude things from mind. When things continually take up their residence 
in the ordinary mind, this is called usbin , and when things are always apart 
from the ordinary mind, this is mushin. (Ichikawa, 128) 

This state of things maintaining their abode in the mind is called sbinshiki 
or shikisbin (discriminating mind), and he refers to it as “blind thought or 
blind discrimination.” In contrast, no-mind is compared to a mirror, which 
reflects all things but on which the things it reflects leave no trace. 

The Treatise on the Awakening of Faith had taught that “the birth of the 
discriminating mind is like the birth of waves on the ocean due to the 





294 


JAPAN 


wind,” and that “true mind and true intelligence” are nirvana: “When the 
wind dies down, the waves subside.” Similarly, when Takuan says that if we 
understand the true mind, “mind and nature are one,” the nature he is talk¬ 
ing about is nothing other than nirvana. The true mind is the realm of 
nirvana (jakumetsu). “Nirvana in Buddhism is a symbol for self-nature, the 
embodiment of the world of dharmas (bokkai)" (Ichikawa, 159); in other 
words, a symbolic expression for the Buddha-nature. The world of nirvana 
is not one of destruction (annihilation, metsubo), but of light (hope, kd?nyd). 
When one arrives at this world of light, what is the nature of the psycho¬ 
logical landscape that is revealed? It can be described only in the language 
of paradox: 


When the light of one’s mind is revealed, the moon is not the moon, and 
flowers are not flowers. We ourselves take the measure of and create the 
moon and the flowers. For an enlightened one, the eye may be on the flower, 
but there is no form of a flower in the mind. The eye may be on the moon, 
but there is no form of the moon in the mind. (128) 


He expresses the character of this enlightenment-landscape in more gen¬ 
eral terms as follows: “The world and all the mountains and rivers simply 
are one dharma mind. The whole of the world of dharmas is the essence of 
my mind (152). Here the mind is fully one with the world of dharmas, but 
enlightenment completely obliterates the discriminated forms of the indi¬ 
vidual things seen by the mind. 

in ^ [S emptiness, what becomes of the world of things for Takuan? A 
careful investigation of the notions of emptiness and seeing is requisite to 
grasp what is being said here. He warns us against an annihilationist inter¬ 
pretation. If all people and things are determined to be empty, then since 
t at determinate emptiness is itself empty, it is crucial to avoid establishing 
t e view that simply negates.” As long as emptiness remains mere empti¬ 
ness it becomes a new form of bondage. Emptiness must always be negat- 
e ‘ t0 see ^ n 8 (ken), it refers to the last constraint or impediment in this 
process of the thorough emptying of emptiness. We try not to be caught up 
in t e u (existent) aspect of the world. But if that desire not to be con¬ 
strained remains in our hearts and minds, it itself becomes ken. Thus he 
says: 


one separates oneself to some extent from existents, one is left with 
non-existence, non-ens, which itself becomes a view. If one rejects mu (noth¬ 
ingness), then non-nothingness too becomes a view. Even if one tries to avoid 
ot non-ens and non-nothingness, one merely gets non-non-ens and 
non-non-nothingness, which is to say another limited perspective, another 
view. No matter how many times one repeats this process, as long as the 
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original position remains to any extent, one is constrained by another limited 
perspective.... View is still present when one has separated oneself to some 
extent from considerations of existence or non-existence in the normal sense, 
while remaining a captive of thinking in terms of the existence or non-exis¬ 
tence of the Buddha-nature. (Ichikawa, 165) 

This penetrating analysis of view shows how delusions become ever deep¬ 
er as one approaches enlightenment. One who argues for the standpoint of 
emptiness and remains there cannot be free in the fullest sense. 

How is one liberated from this curse of “perspective” (ken)? 

If one realizes that there are no things apart from nature (sho), and that there 
is no nature apart from things, then neither of the two perspectives (the 
denial of existence and the denial of non-existence) will be established. If you 
try to perceive nature apart from things, you will immediately be setting up 
such a limited perspective. (165-66) 

In other words, the way to free oneself from the curse of limited percep¬ 
tion is to view nature through objects. Elsewhere he recommends that one 
adopt a variety of perspectives in order to attain this realization of empti¬ 
ness or nothingness through objects, events, and modes of being (usd). He 
stresses the necessity of staying close to things and events, in both episte¬ 
mological and practical contexts. As he pursued his two great questions 
“What is the true self?” and “What is true freedom?”—Takuan related 
himself constantly to things and events, dwelling securely in a spiritual 
realm which he categorically identified with the ordinary world (hokkai). 

Bankei and the Unborn 

Bankei, born in Hamada on the shore of the Inland Sea, near Himeji, came 
of a family of physicians of samurai rank. He was a boy of turbulent tem¬ 
perament. Shortly after his father’s death, he was struck by the opening 
statement of the Confucian classic, the Great Learning: “The way of great 
learning lies in clarifying bright virtue (meitoku)." His questions about the 
meaning of this term, indicating the fundamental nature of human beings, 
became so obsessive that his exasperated elder brother threw him out of his 
home at age eleven. Eventually his quest led him into the world of Rinzai 
Zen. He received training in zazen from Umpo Zenjo (1568—1653) for 
three years, then wandered the country for four years, living with beggars 
under the Gojo bridge in Kyoto and beside the Tenmangu shrine in Osaka. 
He then secluded himself in a hermitage and pursued his austerities with 
such intensity that he became critically ill of tuberculosis. But one day, as he 
spat out a mass of black phlegm, the answer he had so long sought suddenly 
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flooded his mind: “ All things are perfectly resolved in the Unborn ” (Waddell, 
10). This was his first kensho (enlightenment). He was twenty-six years old. 

For the rest of his life he preached the answer as persistently as he had 
sought it in fourteen years of hardship. During a stay in the hills of Yoshi- 
no, the haunt of mountain ascetics, he first taught the doctrine of the 
unborn to the local peasants in simple songs. Obtaining formal affiliation 
with the Myoshin-ji branch of Rinzai Zen, he gave talks and retreats to 
great numbers of people, most often at the Ryumon-ji, a big temple built 
for him in his native village. He worked incessantly to improve the condi¬ 
tion of Zen in Japan. His two most devoted disciples were his mother, who 
became a nun, dying in his arms at the age of ninety, and the nun Teikan 
(Den Sutejo), a popular poet, who celebrated the last ten years of Bankei s 
ministry in her detailed diary. 

Bankei expressed his enlightened experience in such phrases as The 
Buddha mind is unborn and spiritually clear (reinzei).'' Fie forged a mode of 
philosophical expression that radically unified three concepts: “the unborn 
( fusho; anutpada ; the innate), “the Buddha mind,” and its “spiritually clear 
activity. Of these three core concepts of his mature philosophy, the 
unborn” plays the leading role. In later years he deliberately used the term 
“unborn” in place of the more traditional Buddhist term unborn and 
undying” (fusho fumetsu; no creation and no annihilation). He claimed that 
since it is logically impossible to say that something which has not been cre¬ 
ated has been destroyed, “undying” is redundant and one need only say 
“unborn.” But his concern was not only for logical coherence. 


That which I speak of when I use the term “unborn” is not merely the term 
that is used in the phrase “unborn and undying.” The unborn mind can dis¬ 
criminate things and respond appropriately without knowing or having even 
the slightest tinge of consciousness. 


In this way he was promoting a concept of “unborn” which had all the 
dynamic force of reality itself and which was not fragmented by conscious¬ 
ness or discriminating intellect, in place of the “unborn of fusho fumetsu, 
which was imbued with the quality of tranquility and thus was taken in a 
static sense. 

“Since the Buddha mind arranges all things simply by virtue of its being 
unborn, those who do not consciously strive, but let things take their nat¬ 
ural course, those who stand, sit, stay, go, sleep, wake, and act in all ways 
while remaining in this unborn state, are those that have perfect, unwaver¬ 
ing faith” (BZG 87). If one were to replace “unborn” here with neither cre¬ 
ated nor destroyed,” the passage would make no sense. It is only as the 
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“unborn” that the self can be aware of itself as the Dharmakaya Buddha; it 
is only when it identifies with reality and is fully active that the zenkige?i 
(total working of reality) can be expressed. In addition to this aspect of eter¬ 
nal dynamism, the concept of the “unborn” also displays the character of an 
absolute source, the fundamental reality which is the basis even for the 
Buddha, who is taken to be the most universal and ultimate reality: 

Since “Buddha” is the designation for something which was born or delimit¬ 
ed, there must be an unborn ground for all the Buddhas. The unborn is the 
foundation and beginning of all things, and there is nothing more funda¬ 
mental or earlier. (BZG 59) 

In Mahayana, kii (emptiness)'is the concept which is usually said to have all 
these characteristics, but Bankei preferred the terms “the unborn” or “the 
uncreated Buddha mind,” probably because he wanted to indicate in the 
most lively manner the absolute, fundamental nature and the eternal 
dynamism of enlightenment (satori). 

Let us now consider the question of “mind” and its relation to the notion 
of Buddha mind” in Bankei. He treated the unborn and the Buddha mind 
as identical: 

The unborn is the Buddha mind, and the Buddha mind is spiritually clear 
(reimei) since it is the unborn. (BZG 21) 

If one constantly... lives with the unborn Buddha mind, when we sleep, we 
sleep in the state of the Buddha mind, and when we wake, we awaken in the 
state of Buddha mind. The Buddha mind is active in all affairs and is never 
absent. (BZG 30) 

He argues that since the mind is unborn it cannot be destroyed, even 
though the body becomes earth and ashes. Moreover, “All the former and 
later Buddhas share the same single transmitted Buddha mind” (BZG 46), 

a . n rr t ^ ie mm< ^ °f t ^ e enlightened Buddha and the ordinary person are not 
different” (BZG 128). 

In this philosophy of mind the distinction between subject and object dis¬ 
appears. Here the subject and the true self that the subject is seeking are 
undamentally the same mind (kokoro). Only when the two are one does the 
self truly become the self: 

My sect is the Buddha mind sect; there is no dichotomy between the one 
who sees and hears and that which is the object sought.... The one unborn 
mind is the master or lord of each person, perceiving color in the eye and 
sound in the ears. This unborn mind is illuminated fully and without residue 
through the activity of the six senses. (BZG 133) 
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These words reflect the logical structure of self-consciousness in Buddhism, 
not that of so-called objective knowledge in the Western philosophical tra¬ 
dition. Bankei’s view seems quite similar to that of Nishida Kitaro 
(1870—1945), who speaks of the “self-conscious determination of nothing¬ 
ness.” 

Bankei thinks of spiritual clarity (reimei) as the proof of “unbornness”: 

While you face this way listening .to me now, if a sparrow chirps behind you, 
you don’t mistake it for a crow; you don’t mistake the sound of a bell for that 
of a drum, or hear a man’s voice and take it for a woman’s, or take an adult s 
voice for a child’s. You hear and distinguish those different sounds, without 
making a single mistake, by virtue of the marvelous working of illuminative 
wisdom. This is the proof that the Buddha mind is unborn and wonderfully 
illuminating. (Waddell, 35; BZG 4) 

The attention of the audience is absorbed by the speaker, yet without con¬ 
scious effort they are able clearly to distinguish the various sounds in the 
background. The discriminatory function that operates in the unconscious 
state before there is any differentiation of subject and object, the state Bud¬ 
dhists refer to as non-discriminatory discrimination, is proof that the Bud¬ 
dha mind is unborn, and shows the spiritual clarity of the unborn Buddha 
mind. What Bankei wants to say here is quite close to what Nishida says 
about pure experience in An Inquiry into the Good. 

Bankei’s illustrations strike one as a trifle too common, and may be 
thought inappropriate to the uncreated nature of the miraculous function¬ 
ing of this spiritual clarity, which is nothing other than the future and eter¬ 
nal dynamic Tathagata. But they have the merit of rooting Buddhist insight 
in everyday being-in-the-world. We live in a world of discrimination, 
always pondering the various things in this world, and we allow our cares and 
concerns to link together and entangle our spirit, as flies are caught in a web. 
Yet on rare occasions the power of non-discriminatory discrimination what 
D. T. Suzuki calls “spirituality” (reisei ) 2 —manifests itself within us, and we 
realize that a dynamic spiritual power is operating within us in all circum¬ 
stances, and that the human spirit is essentially unborn, unrestrained. 
Bankei backs up his auditory illustration of this marvel with a visual one: 

The unborn is like a clear mirror. Since everything is reflected in a mirror, 
even though you might not want to see it, anything brought in front of the 
mirror will necessarily be reflected in it. Furthermore, if you remove that 
reflected thing, it will not be reflected in the mirror, but not because the mir¬ 
ror does not want to reflect it; this is the activity of the uncreated spirit (ki). 
No matter what the thing in question is, as long as you want to see or hear 
it, the result is an act of seeing or hearing, not the action of the Buddha 
mind. That things are seen and heard without one’s trying to see or hear 
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them is due to the efficacy of the Buddha mind. This is what is meant by the 
unborn mind .... The spiritually clear efficacy (reimei) of the Buddha mind 
is as different from the function of an ordinary mirror as the clouds are from 
the mud below. (BZG 65, 69) 

How does the spiritually clear efficacy of the Buddha mind so far outstrip 
the function of a mirror? A mirror can do no more than reflect and distin¬ 
guish objects five or ten feet away, while the Buddha mind can distinguish 
a person at more than a thousand feet. The Buddha mind even surpasses 
the sun and the moon, for they illumine only the earth and the sky while 
the spiritually clear Buddha mind illumines people through language and 
makes all people seek the true self. The image of the mirror was frequent¬ 
ly used by Buddhists and Confucians to indicate the basic nature of human 
beings, the most famous example perhaps being Shen-hsiu’s poem in The 
Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch. 

This body is the Bodhi-tree 
The mind is like a mirror bright; 

Take heed to keep it always clean 
And let not dust collect upon it. 3 

Bankei has no equivalent of the last two lines of this. His point rather is 
t at even though the mirror has no desire (ki) to see a thing, it will reflect 
^ ace< ^ * n fr° nt °f it. We can interpret the mirror as the unborn 
u a mind, the 'dharmakaya considered as nothingness,” which all 
uman eings possess and which manifests its power spontaneously when 
h‘^ meS /^ n COntact tan gible objects. The unborn has two aspects: the 
ah T 0 ° a ™ na ^dy a nature which is the root of all things, and dynamic adapt- 

y or t e power of the total working (zenkigensei) which manifests itself 
on these occasions. 

S * ns * ruct * ve to exa mine the interchange between Bankei and his audi- 
j ° n 1 the unborn. For most people of the time Bankei's 

I , °. l 1C un k° rn was nothing more than an affirmation, overly sim- 

j an Wlt ° U ] t su ^ stan ce. In fact one of the priests to whom Bankei was 
• <-] state ls puzzlement quite clearly. He said that, as he understood 
<< injunction to be as the unborn could be thought of in terms of 

pt ness, ut if this is correct then it seems that indifference (muki) 

. U ecom e a serious problem. The term muki here means a total nega- 
o uman feeling (jonen) and sensation (kankaku ). Bankei replied, “If 
someone should suddenly thrust a flame at you from the rear when you are 
intently listening to me speak, you would surely feel the heat, wouldn't 
you. The priest agreed that he would, and Bankei continued: 
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Well, then, that would not be emptiness. Can something that is sensed as hot 
be utterly neutral or mere emptiness? Could you be utterly indifferent? 
Clearly not, you would sense it as heat, not nothingness. The Buddha mind 
is not mere emptiness, it is to know heat and cold without consciously try¬ 
ing to perceive or know. (BZG 25) 

This too is an explanation of the spiritual activity and total working (zenki- 
gensei) of the unborn Buddha mind. 

Bankei stresses the uniqueness of his "unborn” Zen: 

Because even in China ... the true tradition of the unborn has not been trans¬ 
mitted, one can these days not find any instances of it; and there is nothing 
written in the records (goroku) about the unborn Buddha mind. (BZG 72) 

In the records of the Buddhist patriarchs the word “unborn” does appear, but 
the old masters did not use this single term to refer to all living things. Since 
the time of the Buddha no one but I have used it as the sole key to practice. 
(BZG 286) 

Whatever the validity of this bold claim from the historical point of view, 
it seems that Bankei’s Zen, despite its simple form, captured the essence ol 
Mahayana teaching in an orthodox fashion. It is a self-awareness of the 
dhatmakaya and an absolute affirmation of the self based on that. 

However, it is clear that our actual daily lives do not reach that state, and 
thus while on the one hand he states, "The self is the true unborn just as it 
is” (BZG 130), he will on the other hand claim that this awareness is to be 
attained through "self-criticism,” instead of through meditation on Zen 
koans. What is of particular interest in this form of Zen is the notion of the 
liberation of the self from illusion (mayoi) and dualistic thought or fixations 
(nen). Bankei thought illusion arose because of "selfish desire and favor¬ 
ing oneself.” Accordingly, he argues, it is not innate in humans. Only the 
Buddha mind is inborn or innate, and illusion exists only when one allows 
oneself to be deluded. After birth we learn, through both sight and sound, 
various illusions, and build our own prejudiced, tendentious personalities. 
We then come to think of these traits as the fundamental nature of human 
beings. Sometimes we go so far as to place a high value on these illusions 
and take pride in them. This is simply a perversion of the human spirit, and 
Bankei declares that no matter how grand and exalted an illusion may 
appear, no one could be stupid enough to prefer it to the one Buddha mind. 

The most central of Bankei’s arguments on the question of illusion con¬ 
cerns nen (discriminative fixation). In Buddhist philosophy, ?ien refers gen¬ 
erally to the process of remembering or, on occasion, to deliberation and 
rational thought. It also refers to what is created by these fundamental 


302 


JAPAN 


processes, that is, to our attempts to make sure that something is commit¬ 
ted to memory so it will not be forgotten, and even to that instant when 
the mind’s activities are minimal. Bankei says that ?ien (fixations) are images 
of things seen and heard, reflected on our mental screen in accordance with 
the actual experience of visual and auditory phenomena (BZG 32-33). This 
is a conception of nen that could have come directly from Yogacara. 

He does not say that nen are bad; his concern is rather with the way peo¬ 
ple relate to these fixations. If someone becomes concerned about a partic¬ 
ular fixation or image and tries to struggle free, he may succeed; but it well 
immediately be replaced by another. If people become caught up in such 
fixations and thereby engender cravings, anger, and stupidity, they will be 
reborn in one of the three lower realms: hell, the world of hungry ghosts, 
or the world of beasts. If they should try to put an end to these fixations, 
he argues, it will avail them little, for 


As soon as they have the notion of trying to stop this endless generation of 
fixations, they give birth to another. To use an analogy, it is like trying to use 
blood to wash out a bloodstain. Even if the earlier blood is washed away it 
will be replaced by the later and the red spot will never disappear. (BZG 63) 


What then should we do if we have fallen into such a trap? Bankei advises: 


Even if one should become angry all of a sudden, almost without realizing it, 
or if one should be attacked by depression or cravings, there is a solution. If 
one handles these as they come, without piling on new fixations and without 
ecoming attached, that is, if one detaches oneself, neither trying to prevent 
nor trying to encourage further thought,... they will certainly stop of them- 
se ves— One mind continues to be one mind, unfragmented. (BZG 63) 


is little speech is quite sensitive and refreshing, like a hand scratching an 
* tc . It reveals that Bankei was extremely concerned with the problem of 
mental cramps in the process of searching for enlightenment. How 
important this is appears in his next remark: 


When one does not hang on to those fixations and neither tries to eliminate 
tern nor attempts to continue them, this is the state I call the unborn Bud¬ 
dha mind. (BZG 65) 


As long as people insist on these fixations, they will be eternally bound to 
t e wheel of karma, ever repeating the cycle of birth and death: “If some¬ 
one cannot detach from cravings and attain the wondrous wisdom, they 
will create karma keeping them on the wheel of life and death” (BZG 138). 
For Bankei, it was the aim of Zen to bring about release from craving and 
the attainment of “wondrous wisdom,” as which he details as follows: 
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This wondrous wisdom is detached from views of existence and non-existence, 
and there is nothing it cannot penetrate. It is like a bright mirror that clear¬ 
ly and distinctly reflects all things as they are. This being the case, how could 
any discrimination arise? Discriminations are necessary because there is con¬ 
fusion and uncertainty. Once one achieves non-discriminatory wisdom, this 
wisdom will fully illumine all things before dualistic thought has a chance to 
begin, and thus there will be no confusion. Thus it is that we hold this won¬ 
drous wisdom in such high regard, and why we say that the zazen of unborn 
wondrous wisdom is the highest form of practice. (BZG 139) 

Bankei’s Zen has a psychological emphasis that contrasts with the logical 
turn of Takuan’s thought. Yet both agree on the necessity of detaching from 
dualistic knowledge, which involves thinking in terms of objects, to live in 
world of non-dualistic wisdom. Bankei’s interpretation of Zen is surpris¬ 
ingly simple and direct, especially since most of us amateurs expect that 
Zen masters will express themselves in translogical and recondite terms. 
Bankei stresses the fundamental unity of the everyday world and the 
absolute, but this does not necessarily make it any easier for an ordinary 
practitioner to make Bankei’s “unborn Zen” his own. Its very simplicity 
seems to have become the greatest stumbling block for many. Nonetheless, 
according to the Record of the Great Master Bankei , in addition to those who 
specialized in Zen practice, “over fifty thousand people, ranging from the 
highest levels of the aristocracy to lower-class warriors, women, and towns¬ 
people, pledged themselves as his disciples”—a testimony to the level of 
religious consciousness in the mid-Edo period. After his death his doctrines 
were used by Tejima Toan (1718-1786), a disciple of Ishida Baigan, in the 
development of Ishida’s Shingaku, or Philosophy of the Heart. 4 


Shido Munan and the Mind 

Shido Munan, the former commander of a way station at the Battle of Seki- 
gahara who became a Zen monk at the age of fifty, speaks of enlightenment 
(satori) as the “original mind” or the “real heart’ (honshin) or as one s own 
heart” (waga kokoro). In explanation of this notion of original mind he mere- 
ly says that “it is treasure worth more than heaven and earth and that it 
is not any one thing (muichibutsu )“With further practice, the body, 
fixations, knowing, and not knowing should all disappear. 5 His not any 
one thing” is moving to a state of “no-mind” (empty mind, mental openness). 
He takes enlightenment to be the starting point of Zen, yet he also is care¬ 
ful to point out the danger involved in enlightenment: Enlightenment is 
the Buddha’s greatest enemy.” What he seems to be saying here is that a 
person may reach enlightenment of a sort, achieve a state of indifference 
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(muki) that puts one beyond considerations of good and evil, but if that per¬ 
son still has a smidgen of self-consciousness, he may succumb to a pride 
that leads him to protect a self-centered lifestyle. It is clear that he was con¬ 
cerned with self-criticism in the practice of Zen. 

If pitfalls of this sort are to be found on the path to enlightenment, how 
can one avoid them? Munan maintains that what is important is that after 
enlightenment one stresses practical application and observance (risenkufu), 
which concretely means a thoroughgoing self-denial in the world of ordi¬ 
nary behavior. He speaks of this in some detail in Doka (Songs of the Way): 

Kill, kill, kill your self, only when it has died and nothing is left can you 
become a teacher of men. 

What remains after the self or body has been thoroughly exterminated is 
called the Buddha. 

When one has thoroughly and utterly died (to oneself), free and sponta¬ 
neous activity appears. 

What emerges as a result of such thoroughgoing self-denial and rejection 
of the ego is heart or mind” (kokoro) or ‘‘original mind” (bonshin), and this 
is ultimately Buddha.” For Munan the heart is the truth of truths, but 
since it exhausts mere verbal truth he tries to explain the experience of koko- 
r ° or Konshin through a discussion of its relation with ‘‘fixations” (nen), 

ody (self), things,” and “selfish ego” ( jikoshin). A fixation (nen) is a “pet- 
ri action of kokoro. Just as ice is the same substance as water but in a dif- 
erent form, so when kokoro hardens it loses its essential flexibility. He con¬ 
trasts t e evil of the body with the “purity” of the heart: “The Buddha is 
°o)° and hell is the body. Expose the evil of the body to the Buddha and 
when you have done so it will be purified.” 6 

arly Shido Munan s is a philosophy that doggedly concentrates on the 
«« i • (kokoro), and this is also reflected in the way he speaks about 

f u ln ^L US sa y s: It is ea sy to avoid things but difficult to be such 
stan r ey y ° U ’ Things” here refers to external objects or circum- 

no CSj 1C ea< ^ US aStray ‘ * s P oss ihle to rid oneself of those, but it is 
Mi aSy V t0 ^ VC * n SUC ^ a wa y that distractiohs do not come upon us. 

n C ou £ t th at if we could free ourselves from fixations, renounce our 
wirlW^ ° r °i Ur k Qc h es an d our little selves, and thoroughly become one 
Ah ° C Cn WC C0U ^ i n d e ed reach that state of complete tranquility, 
eart t oroughly become heart and nothing else is what he called bon- 
l n, an it as purified itself completely of any taint of self-mind (jikoshin). 
uc a mind is identical with “Buddha,” and this “Buddha” “neither goes 
t it er nor remains here. There is no nen and it is identified with the void.” 8 
et t e se f which is originally the Buddha that is one with the void must, 
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as long as it lives in this world, respond to a variety of things and be limit¬ 
ed in a multiplicity of ways. What is the lifestyle of such a Buddha? Such a 
one, he says, “acts in accord with affirmation and negation but remains 
aloof; abides amidst desire but remains aloof; dies without dying; lives 
without living; sees without seeing and hears without hearing; moves with¬ 
out moving; seeks without searching; receives criticism without attach¬ 
ment; and falls into the karmic cycle without producing karmic effects.” 9 

Shido Munan’s Zen, centered on kokoro , was a world that transcended 
value judgments, where “good and evil, correct and incorrect had no place,” 
a world of pure spirituality. This spirituality was to be realized through a 
thoroughgoing self-criticism. His Zen was simple, clear, and easily under¬ 
stood, but also very deep and rewarding, all in all an accurate reflection of 
his personality. I should like to add that in consonance with this emphasis 
on kokoro , Munan proclaimed the ultimate identity of the three belief sys¬ 
tems: Buddhism, Confucianism, and Shinto. 

Conclusion 

Each of the three famous Zen masters we have studied was trying to give 
an answer from the Buddhist viewpoint to fundamental questions of the 
human condition like: “What is a human being?” “What is the self? and 
“What is human freedom?” Each had his original style of expressing the 
spiritual vision of Zen in the new context ofTokugawa culture: Takuan cen¬ 
tered everything about the question of the self; Bankei preached “unborn 
Zen” and tried to uncover a fundamental realm of the “unborn” that would 
be the ground for even the Buddha, while showing that living naturally 
(sono jnama no ikizama , BZG 63)—living itself when uncluttered by exter¬ 
nal influences—was the essence of the “unborn”; and Shido Munan con¬ 
centrated on the realm of the heart or mind and identified kokoro with the 
Buddha. 

All three believed that the self could realize its true nature, reveal the true 
self, through pulverizing the “selfish desire” (gasho) that prevents the heart 
or mind {kokoro) from being itself and acting naturally. It must be admit¬ 
ted that in terms of its relation to actual social conditions their spirituality 
was limited by its incapacity to overcome the premodern character of their 
society. Yet the core of their spiritual vision—their conviction that it is only 
by thoroughgoing rejection of the “selfish, narrow self” that human beings 
can realize the true self and taste true freedom—has manifest relevance 
even for today’s society. 


306 


JAPAN 


Notes 

1. For Takuan's cultural achievements, see D. T. Suzuki, Zen andJapanese Culture 
(Princeton University Press, 1959). Another Zen cultural hero of this time is the 
fiercely independent Suzuki Shosan (1579-1655), who was close to the Soto 
school; see Winston L. King, Death Was His Koan: The Samurai-Zen of Suzuki 
Shosan (Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1986) and Zen and the Way of the Sword 
(Oxford University Press, 1993). Takuan’s achievements bring to mind his prede¬ 
cessor as abbot of Daitoku-ji two centuries earlier, the astonishing Ikkyu Sojun 
(1394—1481); see Sonja Arntzen, Ikkyu and the Crazy Cloud Anthology (Tokyo: Uni¬ 
versity of Tokyo Press, 1973); Jon Carter Covell, Unraveling Zeti’s Red Thread: 
Ikkyu s Controversial Way (Elizabeth, NJ: Hollym International., 1980); James H. 
Sanford, Zen Man Ikkyu (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1981). 

2. Suzuki Daisetsu, Nihonteki reisei (Japanese spirituality), Suzuki Daisetsu zenshii, 
vol. 8 (Tokyo: Iwanami). 

3- In D. T. Suzuki, The Zen Doctrine of No-mind, 179. 

4. See Minamoto Ryoen, ‘‘Bankei Zenji to Tejima Toan” (Zen Master Bankei and 
Tejima Toan), Shunjii 155/104 (1974-1975). 

5 . Jishoki (On self-nature, 16729, 62 . 

G.Jishdki , 57. 

7. Sokushinki (On the mind, 1660), 13. 

8. Sokushinki , 34. 

9. Sokushinki, 12. 
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IV Hakuin 

Michel Mohr 


T he HUNDREDTH ISSUE of the review Zendo (The Zen Path) 
appeared on November 1, 1918, a few days before the end of 
World War I. It was dedicated to a presentation of Hakuin 
Ekaku (1686-1769), who had died a century and a half earlier. 1 
This unobtrusive cultural event occurred at a time when overconfidence in 
the achievements of the country was encouraged by many Japanese politi¬ 
cians and intellectuals. The fact that Japan, having been victorious in the 
Russo-Japanese conflict, now sided with the Allies was perceived as 
confirming its rise to the rank of a “first-class country” (ittokoku). 2 This 
pride transpires in some of the Ze)ido articles, in particular the one by Sato 
Kokyu, a priest at Engaku-ji, who elaborates on the traditional association 
between Mount Fuji and Hakuin: “Mount Fuji expresses the immovability 
of the national polity (kokutai) of Japan and rises in the Eastern sky. The 
Zen master (Hakuin) represents the spiritual radiance of the superior 
Japanese people (yushu naru Yamato minzoku) and makes it shine in the 
whole world” (34). 

The use of terminology with such heavy nationalist connotations is, how¬ 
ever, not the exclusive tone of this publication. Although the overall trend 
is laudatory, some critical opinions are also voiced. Soto priest Koho Useki 
(1879-1967) denounces the formalization of practice after Hakuin 
(53-55). Among the forty contributors are some of the most prestigious 
figures of the time, such as Shaku Soen (1860—1919) and Suzuki Daisetsu 
(1870—1966), the chief editor. It appears to be one of the first attempts to 
assess the place of Hakuin in Japanese Buddhist thought. It is also note¬ 
worthy that at least ten of the authors were certified masters (roshi) directly 
stemming from Hakuin’s line and that the articles come from representa¬ 
tives of the three obediences of Zen Buddhism, namely the Soto, Rinzai, 
and Obaku schools. 3 

Despite obvious shortcomings, this publication is valuable for at least two 
reasons. First, it presents a spectrum of views by Zen Buddhist leaders of 
the Taisho era before the escalation of military dictatorship. Second, it provides 
us with a midway point to look back onto the Tokugawa period, helping us 
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to put into perspective the progress and stagnation of studies centered on 
Hakuin and his successors during the twentieth century. Most of the con¬ 
tributors were born in the Tokugawa period and some experienced the tran¬ 
sition to Meiji as adults, witnessing transformations in the Buddhist world 
that are now difficult to piece together given the scarcity of documents. 

In the following study I shall begin with current perceptions of Hakuin, 
then examine the problems of his biography and the reorganization of Zen 
practice that was implemented in Hakuin’s school, with some final remarks 
on the school’s outreach to a wider audience. 

The Image of Hakuin Today 

Hakuin s abundant literary output is one of the factors slowing the study 
of his thought. While some teachings in vernacular language (kanahogo) are 
still widely read, his more difficult writings in classical Chinese remain 
almost untouched. This is particularly true of Kaian kokugo (T 81, no. 2574, 
and HZ 3), Hakuin’s commentary on the Record of Daito Kokushi , first pub¬ 
lished with a postface dated 1750. This can be considered Hakuin’s life- 
work and an elaborate expression of his intent to return to the sources of 
Rinzai Zen. 1 The various sayings and writings of Hakuin collected in Ketso 
dokuzui (HZ 2.1—301) are likewise largely unexplored. 

The main purpose of Hakuin’s activity was to revive his school, an 
endeavor that obliged him to go back to the pivotal phase in which the Zen 
tradition was transmitted from Sung China to Kamakura-period Japan 
uring the thirteenth century. To do so, Hakuin needed to stress his affilia¬ 
tion to the main stream of the Myoshin-ji line, which had emerged as the 
most dynamic lineage at the beginning of the Tokugawa period. This would 
n im to the Otokan tradition, which since Tokugawa times has increas- 
g y represented the Rinzai orthodoxy. Although the question of Hakuin’s 
wit this lineage needs to be investigated further, suffice it to say that 
at present he is generally regarded as the legitimate heir to the Otokan 
legacy and as the teacher who revitalized it. 

Despite the esteem in which Hakuin is held, there has been surprisingly 
tt e sc o ar y research on his thought and works. There is, nevertheless, an 
enormous amount of literature about Hakuin in Japan, albeit of uneven 
qua lty. Legends surrounding his life and the methods of health inspired by 
is teachings are many, and the fact that a series of comics depicting his life 
as recently been completed 5 shows the degree of popularity he still enjoys. 
The first step toward a better knowledge of Hakuin’s writings was taken 
with the publication of his complete works ( Hakuin osho zensbu , here 
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abbreviated as HZ) between 1934 and 1935, under the editorship of Koson 
Isan (Goto, 1895—1953), abbot of Horin-ji in Kyoto. Since then the major 
publications have been the extensive study of Hakuin’s biography and 
related issues by Rikugawa in 1963, followed by the annotated edition of 
the biography in 1985 by Kato Shoshun (Hakuin osho neupti , here abbrevi¬ 
ated as HN). For Hakuin’s thought, the contributions of Yanagida Seizan 
and Tokiwa Gishin have been most important. Several authors have con¬ 
tributed to a better understanding of particular aspects of Hakuin’s biog¬ 
raphy, especially Akiyama and Machida, but a few postwar Japanese histo¬ 
rians have also proposed to examine Hakuin from a more critical perspec¬ 
tive that underlines Hakuin’s submission to the religious policy of the 
bakufu. 6 

Research on the institutional history of the Rinzai school during the 
Tokugawa period has been undertaken by Takenuki (1989 and 1993), but 
much remains to be investigated in that area, 7 as well as in the study of the 
impact Hakuin’s movement-had on popular religion. Reception of the Rin¬ 
zai school teachings in the less-educated sectors of Tokugawa society is sim¬ 
ilar—and in some cases related—to the success of the Shingaku movement, 
a connection that has been clearly demonstrated by Sawada Anderson 
(1993). Regarding other Western publications, the important anthology 
provided by Yampolsky (1971) has been followed by a series of translations 
by Waddell. Considerable labor is still required to translate and analyze the 
vast corpus of texts composed by Hakuin and his disciples. In order to have 
a balanced view of Hakuin and his spiritual legacy, it is necessary to take 
into account not only the different facets of his personality, as far as they are 
revealed by the remaining documents, but also to examine the extent to 
which he was the product of his time and how his work was carried further 
by his successors. 


Problems of Hakuin’s Biography 

The details of Hakuin’s life are chiefly known through biographical 8 and 
autobiographical accounts. 9 The biography was composed by Hakuin’s dis¬ 
ciple Torei Enji (1721—1792), at Hakuin’s own request, and then revised by 
Taikan Bunshu (1766-1842), one of Torei’s successors. Fortunately, both 
Torei’s manuscript and Taikan’s remolded version remain, showing the evo¬ 
lution of this document. A comparison of the two versions shows that 
Torei’s text relies heavily on Hakuin’s own autobiographical accounts. Fur¬ 
thermore, a letter from Torei to Hakuin dated 1757 establishes that the 
redaction of the biography was already under way when Hakuin was aged 
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seventy-three, and that Hakuin himself had given instructions in that 
respect. 10 The first manuscript by Torei was completed in 1789, but the 
final version amended by Taikan was printed only in early 1821. 11 

Since Torei became Hakuin’s disciple when Hakuin was fifty-five, in 
1743, he necessarily depended on information provided by his master, and 
Hakuin presumably wrote at least the first part of his biography himself. 12 
Contradictions remain, however, in several places in the story. The efforts 
made by Torei and Taikan in their successive versions to eliminate the dis¬ 
crepancies contribute to present an idealized image of Hakuin, and the 
account as a whole leaves many points in obscurity. This document should 
therefore be used with caution and cannot be taken at face value. On the 
other hand, beyond the inevitable fact that the literary genre of such 
chronological biographies (nenpu) is characterized by a hagiographical tone, 
it is most instructive to see how Hakuin shaped his personal history in order 
to use it as a teaching device. 

The title of the biography uses the honorific title Shinki Dokumyo Zenji, 
bestowed on Hakuin in an imperial edict shortly after his death, in 1769. 
A second title, Shoju Kokushi, was conferred in 1884, the last time an 
emperor has awarded the title “national master.” The 1918 special issue of 
Zeyidd, discussed above, loftily reproduces this proof of recognition on its 
first page, and the chief Abbot (kancho) of Daitoku-ji, Sohan Genpo 
(1848-1922), further glosses it by stating that the title is in itself “the 
confirmation of the master’s virtue” (18-19). 

Besides its few discrepancies, there are two notable problems concerning 
Hakuin s biography. Their importance lies less in the historicity of the facts 
than in the indication they provide of Hakuin’s will to emphasize certain 
aspects of his life so as to furnish a model for future generations. The first 
problem concerns the story of the young Hakuin meeting a hermit called 
Hakuyushi. The second, quite consequential in the perspective of Rinzai 
orthodoxy, has to do with the relation between Hakuin and the priest he 
recognized as his teacher, Dokyo Etan (1642—1721), alias Shoju Rdnin. 13 

The issue of Hakuyushi is not very complicated. Since his tomb is locat¬ 
ed on the Yoshida hill of Kyoto and his death is recorded in the register of 
the Jogan-in, his historical identity can scarcely be doubted, 14 His real 
name was Ishikawa Jishun (1646—1709), and he was a disciple of the poet 
Ishikawa Jozan (1583—1672). Hakuin’s first account of his encounter with 
Hakuyushi appears in his commentary on Han-shan’s poems, the Kanzan - 
shi sendai kimon , published in 1746 (HZ 4.109). Hakuin declares that he 
was twenty-six when he visited Hakuyushi, and all his subsequent autobi¬ 
ographical works confirm this. 
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The problem is, when Hakuin was twenty-six, in 1710, Hakuyushi had 
already been dead for a year. The evidence shows that Hakuin used the 
somehow enigmatic character of Hakuyushi to enhance the interest of his 
story and to transmit Taoist ideas about health, breathing, and the care of 
vital energy. Hakuin had assimilated these notions by reading Taoist clas¬ 
sics. He quotes, for instance, the Chuang Tzu saying that “common people 
breathe with their throats, true men breathe from their heels” (HZ 1.216). 
Hakuin also frequently mentions the Yellow Lord (Huang Ti), referring in 
particular to the Su Wen . He liked the passage describing the sage: “Com¬ 
posed and satisfied in nothingness, true vital energy follows him; innate 
nature and spiritual force being preserved within, from where could illness 
come?” 15 

The use of Taoist sources by Hakuin is a poorly explored and thus prom¬ 
ising topic for research. However, Hakuin’s narration of his encounter with 
Hakuyushi is definitely a fiction. The fact that this story does not fit well 
in the biography apparently caused his disciples some unease, and the year 
assigned to this event was changed from 1715 in Torei’s version to 1710 in 
Taikan’s (HN 19-21). The attempt to insert the Hakuyushi episode into the 
chronicle is awkward and, although Taikan presumably was not aware of 
the date of Hakuyushi’s death, this may have been another reason for the 
delay of the biography’s publication. From Hakuin’s perspective, however, 
there was no intent to deceive. With his customary sense of humor, he may 
have felt that the message was clear enough when he claimed in the 
Yasenkanyia that Hakuyushi was aged more than 180 or 240 years, three or 
four sexagesimal cycles (HZ 5.350). The title Yasenkanna probably alludes 
to the “night boat of Shirakawa” (Shirakawa yohune) , a synonym for talking 
knowingly about nonexistent subjects. Indeed, Hakuin explicitly confesses 
his literary artifice in the postface to YasenkatynaJ dated 1757, saying that 
this work “has not been set up (mokuru) for those gifted persons who have 
already realized [the essential] in one hammer stroke” (HZ 5.365). 16 

The second problem, which is more delicate, is related to the story of 
another hermit, Dokyo Etan, who spent his life in a small temple called 
Shoju-an (literally, Samadhi Retreat). 17 Hakuin’s stay with Dokyo was 
extremely short, probably little more than six months, and he never met 
him again, although he traveled in nearby areas and could easily have done 
so. The historicity of Dokyo is questioned, and with it the authenticity of 
Hakuin’s claim to derive his Zen lineage from him.' This twofold problem 
was already brought up in the 1918 issue of Zendo. 

Dokyo’s historicity is difficult to assess, since he lived in almost complete 
retirement and since there are no documents external to Hakuin’s milieu 
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that establish his whereabouts with certainty. The obscurity of Dokyo’s 
profile could, however, be attributed to the circumstances of his birth. 
Apparently born from the union of the aging lord Sanada Nobuyuki 
(1566—1658) with one of his young maids, Risctsu (1622—1707), the future 
Dokyo was sent away with his mother and entrusted to the house of Mat- 
sudaira Tadatomo, lord of Iiyama castle, where he was raised. Patient 
research conducted by Nakamura Hiroji (1914—1985) and other Iiyama 
residents on local archives have finally shed some light on the origins of 
Dokyo. One of the most convincing of Nakamura’s arguments concerns the 
first biographical record about Dokyo, the stone inscription (Saisbo no to) 
left by Torei and his disciples on the occasion of their stay at the Shoju-an in 
1781. After commemorating the sixtieth anniversary of Dokyo’s death, they 
erected this stone, explicitly stating that Dokyo was “the child from a cer¬ 
tain lord Sanada and a concubine.” 18 If this story had been invented, Torei 
and his followers would have incurred enormous risks in mentioning such a 
powerful family. They must have had solid evidence to support this written 
assertion. The existence of Dokyo is further documented by investigations 
concerning his disciples, in particular the second abbot of the Shoju-an, 
Doju Sokaku (1679—1730) (Rikugawa 1964 and HN 107). 

In the absence of further information concerning Dokyo, we can only 
hypothesize. It seems that Hakuin’s own account can be trusted and that 
he first visited Dokyo at the age of 24, when he was still elated by the deci¬ 
sive breakthrough he had experienced upon hearing the sound of a distant 
bell (HN 92). The stay under Dokyo’s stern fist made him aware for the 
first time that his initial realization was not wrong, just incomplete. 
Remaining scoria of pride were further swept away when he passed the 
koan Dokyo had assigned him, a crucial moment that led him to be more 
modest about his own attainments. After he left Dokyo’s hermitage, ill¬ 
nesses served as reminders of remaining constraints. After almost twenty 
years of further struggle another major inner transformation took place at 
the age of forty-two, as he read the Lotus Sutra. This event apparently led 
Hakuin to realize the importance of the short period spent under the guid¬ 
ance of Dokyo, persuading him to consider himself Dokyo's heir in the 
Dharma, a choice that was also strategically justified. Evidence to support 
this view is provided by the fact that, on inscribing his new surname 
Hakuin on the register of Myoshin-ji at the age of thirty-four, in 1718, 
he still noted the name of his predecessor at the Shoin-ji, Torin Sosho (d. 
1754), as his master and did not mention Dokyo (HN 160). 
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Currents of Reform 

Without minimizing the contribution of Hakuin to the revival of Rinzai 
Zen, we must place the myth of his uniqueness in historical perspective.. 
The linkage between Zen monasteries and patrons belonging to the warrior 
class had been a factor of prosperity during the Kamakura and Muromachi 
periods. After the Onin War (1467-1477), however, this source of income 
started to decline and, in an age characterized by “the ascendancy of indi¬ 
vidual interest,” 19 the support obtained from the. merchant class became 
increasingly important. This shift led to a reversal in the comparative 
strength of the monastic branches in the Rinzai school: the temples that 
had enjoyed official recognition within the Gozan system weakened, while 
the hitherto relatively marginal Daitoku-ji and Myoshin-ji lines rose to pre¬ 
eminence. This tendency is particularly important for understanding the 
success of Hakuin’s movement, which emerged from the Myoshin-ji 
branch. 

Neither this reshuffling of positions of the monasteries nor their economic 
backgrounds fully explains the transformations that took place in most 
schools. There were other factors, both external and internal, that induced 
an in-depth mutation of religious institutions. Chief among the external 
factors was the new influx of Chinese monks in the seventeenth century and 
the bakufu ordinances regulating Buddhist schools. Interactions and rival¬ 
ries with the various increasingly influential Neo-Confucian currents, fol¬ 
lowed by National Learning, must also be taken into account. The internal 
factors are the reformist tendencies that emerged from the beginning of the 
Tokugawa period, in particular within the Myoshin-ji line. 

As early as 1606, seven young priests of Myoshin-ji decided to form a 
group that would visit all the living masters, in the country and have per¬ 
sonal consultation with them (ketsumei hensan). Among them was Gudo 
Toshoku (1577—1661), who was to become engaged in a movement to 
restore the true Dharma (shobo) in his school, and whose successor, Shido 
Munan (1603-1676), is regarded as Hakuin’s spiritual grandfather. Gudo, 
who was acutely aware of the lack of vitality in his school, attempted to 
reform Myoshin-ji by proposing to return to the spirit of the founder, Kan- 
zan Egen (1277-1361). 20 The strictness of Gudo’s views on how reforms 
should be accomplished by reviving the past permitted no accommodation 
with circumstances, and he is remembered as having refused to meet Yin- 
yiian Lung-ch’i (1592-1673), who had wanted to visit Myoshin-ji after his 
arrival in Japan in 1654. Gudo did not recognize Ming-style Ch’an Bud¬ 
dhism as genuine. Gudo’s position, however, was not the only tendency rep¬ 
resented within the Myoshin-ji. For instance, the faction led by Ungo Kiyo 
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(1582-1659), a colleague of Gudo who had also participated in the 1606 
expedition, favored reforms accommodating the new trend of incorporating 
the use of nenbutsu in the. Rinzai practice. 

Attitudes resulting from the arrival of Chinese Ming Buddhism on Japan¬ 
ese soil tended toward either rejection or assimilation. Ironically, the reject¬ 
ing faction ultimately assimilated much of the new Chinese influence, 
sometimes without knowing it. This is particularly the case with monastic 
regulations. Despite protests by the Myoshin-ji abbot Keirin Sushin 
(1653-1728),. who sided with the Soto school reformers, many customs 
introduced through the Obaku rules were adopted in Rinzai monasteries, 
such as the convenient habit of using two different buildings for practicing 
monks, one for zazeyi and sleep (the zendo ), and the other as dining hall 
(called saido in Obaku, jikidd in Rinzai). The institutional aspect of reforms 
was on the point of being implemented a few months before Hakuin’s 
birth. The concretization of this first phase of reforms can be seen in the 
publication in 1685 of the Shosorin ryaku shingi (T 81 no. 2579) by Mujaku 
Dochu (1653—1745), the Rinzai monastic codes that still constitute the 
basis for today’s rules. 

New trends introduced by Obaku strongholds in Kyushu had an impact 
on the Rinzai lineage represented by Kogetsu Zcnzai (1667-1751), a 
teacher who caused a considerable stir in the whole western part of Japan. 
Kogetsu s master, Kengan Zen’etsu (1618—1696), had consulted several of 
C e Chinese Obaku priests, who had strongly influenced his conception of 
t ie precepts. Kogetsu was Hakuin’s elder by eighteen years; at a certain 
point the two seern to have been regarded as the most prominent teachers of 
t e country. The rather simplistic slogan, "Kogetsu in the West and Hakuin 
ln t e East, epitomizes the competition between the pro-Obaku faction 
.Kogetsu s followers) and the moderate anti-Obaku party (Hakuin’s fol¬ 
lowers). Their areas of influence are, however, not so conveniently divided. 
For instance, one of Kogetsu s second-generation successors, Seisetsu Shu- 
cho (1745-1820), played an important role in reviving the Engaku-ji of 
Kamakura, converting one of the monastery buildings into a monks’ hall 
(sodo). Although affiliated to Kogetsu through his principal teacher, 
Gessen Zenne (1701—1781), Seisetsu consulted Hakuin and several of his 
disciples, which indicates emulation rather than .hostility between the two 
groups. Many of Kogetsu’s disciples subsequently turned to Hakuin when 
Kogetsu retired; Torei was one of them. Such shifts eventually resulted in 
the convergence of Kogetsu’s and Hakuin’s dynamism, under the single 
banner of Hakuin’s movement. 22 
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Reorganization of Practice 

One of the most publicized aspects of Hakuin’s contribution to the Rinzai 
revival is the “koan system” (koan taikei) attributed to him and his succes¬ 
sors. 23 Unfortunately, this is also one of the most indistinct features of the 
changes that took place in Rinzai practice between the eighteenth and nine¬ 
teenth centuries. The word “system” obviously does not appear in any tra¬ 
ditional source, being the translation of a Western concept, and its use 
seems to coincide with efforts made to present Zen Buddhist teachings in a 
way that would be compatible with modern rationality. 24 What we know 
about methods used for teaching koans is that the transformations experi¬ 
enced by Chinese Ch’an during the Sung dynasty, especially in the circle of 
Wu-tsu Fa-yen (1024?—1104) and his followers, were imported into Japan 
by the pioneers. Three varieties of koans, namely richi (principle), kikan 
(functioning), and kojo (going beyond), are already mentioned in the writ¬ 
ings left by priests who journeyed to China, like Enni Ben’en (1202—1280) 
and Nanpo Jomyo (1235— 1309)- 25 There are antecedents of these terms in 
Chinese sources, but it seems that the returning Japanese were eager to 
clarify the teachings they had received by arranging them in such cate¬ 
gories. However, apart from the idea that certain koans correspond to cer¬ 
tain stages of cultivation, this early classification can hardly be considered a 
“system.” 

Before examining further the way koans were rearranged in Hakuin’s lin¬ 
eage, a word should be added concerning their practical objective. Koans 
are questions taken from ancient records or devised by modern masters, 
which are used for focusing the mind. They are also further used for testing 
the student’s understanding. For instance: 

Without thinking ‘‘good” or "bad,” at this very moment, what is your orig¬ 
inal face before your parents were born? 26 

One is supposed to struggle with the specific question with one’s whole 
psyche, and it accompanies one in every activity, whether sitting in zazeyi, 
walking, or engaged in manual work or other activities. Koan practice is 
not confined to the Rinzai school, but in the Rinzai context much empha¬ 
sis is laid on the occasions to have personal consultation (dokusan) with the 
master, in order to present one’s understanding, verbal or nonverbal. This 
“answer” (kenge) is in turn evaluated by the master, usually by a brief com¬ 
ment, a grunt, or some other means. The koan is thus used as a particular 
tool for communicating, in a way that goes as close as possible to the 
expression of prereflexive states of mind. It can be likened to a screen on 
which students project their understanding. The master in turn looks at the 


316 


JAPAN 


screen and can assess the depth of the student’s meditative absorption. The 
function of the first koan in particular is to coincide with a crystallization of 
the existential doubt: “Who am I?” There is nothing mysterious about this 
interrogation and it is shared by most religious traditions. Making the deci¬ 
sive leap to the resolution of a koan is an act that can only be realized by 
the practitioner, but the peculiar kind of dialogue accompanying koan prac¬ 
tice may be conceived as a subtle educational device. 27 This type of pedagogy 
is characterized by an emphasis on oral tradition, even if classics are highly 
valued and their study is encouraged. Moreover, the formal aspect of koan 
practice could anthropologically be described as a kind of “rite of passage.” 

Hakuin and his followers precisely sought to revive a koan practice that 
would avoid the pitfall of becoming a mere intellectual game. For this pur¬ 
pose, one of the Chinese masters who was suited as a model was Ta-hui 
Tsung-kao (1089—1163), the advocate of a spirited style of practice. Hakuin 
refers to this paradigm of active cultivation in his Orategama , telling us that 
Master Ta-hui too said that [meditative] work in movement is infinitely 
superior to that in stillness” (HZ 5.111). 28 The quote is faithful to the spirit 
of Ta-hui, who frequently uses the expression “[meditative] work” (kung-fu; 
J. kufii), stressing the necessity of “not letting the [meditative] work be 
•interrupted” (T 47.868c)—of continuing it in all activities. However, 

Hakuin does not reproduce Ta-hui’s exact wording. Ta-hui says in one of his 
Letters: 


you really like stillness and dislike agitation it is suitable to exert your force 
(— make efforts). When you clash head-on against agitation with the state 
[acquired in] stillness, the force [you acquire] is infinitely superior to what [is 
o tamed by sitting] on a bamboo chair or a cushion. (T 47.918c) 


The word for agitation” (nao) suggests a noisy and busy environment. Ta- 
ui, writing to a layman, alludes to the activities of a person involved in 
public obligations. The difference admittedly is minor, and the intention of 
t e author is not betrayed, but the fact that Hakuin attributes to Ta-hui a 
sentence that he has himself devised is indicative of the liberty r.j some¬ 
times takes with the Chinese tradition. Despite his vast learning, or perhaps 
because of it, he does not scruple to reinterpret his predecessors’ thought to 
make it more accessible. Put in other terms, he likes to tell stories. Still, 
there is a gap between the Sung style and the style advocated in Hakuin’s 
school, in particular in regard to stages in the practice after awakening. 

The reorganization of koan practice attributed to Hakuin involves the 
extension of the three aforementioned categories (richi, kikan, and kdjo) into 
a curriculum including the progression through five successive types of 
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koans: hosshin (Dharmakaya), kikan (functioning), gonsen (verbal expres¬ 
sions), nanto (difficult to penetrate), and kojo (going beyond). 29 It should be 
added that, although this resembles a graduation course, the actual use of 
koans in private consultations is something that varies according to indivi¬ 
duals, even if specific patterns are followed by teachers belonging to the 
same lineage. The above reflects the way koan practice is generally presented, 
and it mirrors a scheme still in use. Still, one may wonder to what extent it 
was developed by Hakuin himself and to what extent by his direct disciples. 

In the writings of Hakuin, the necessity of realizing one’s true nature 
(kensho) is indeed emphasized, and this emphasis is even surpassed by the 
frequency of reiterated exhortations not to be satisfied by such realization. 
The koans “difficult to penetrate” are, for example, cited as efficient tools 
for avoiding this danger of stagnation. In Sokkoroku kciien fusetsu Hakuin 
advises his students: 

Individuals of strong resolve, you must fiercely mobilize your energy and see 
your nature once. As soon as you realize an unequivocal kensho, drop it and 
resolve [this matter] by practice on the cases difficult to penetrate. (HZ 
2.389) 

According to this passage, kensho (corresponding to hosshin koan in the above 
categories) would be directly followed by the nanto koan . Despite this basic 
linking in the steps of cultivation, no text by Hakuin mentions a sequence 
of five categories of koans that should be practiced one after the other. Two 
reasons for this silence may be conjectured. 

First, given the emphasis on oral transmission and direct guidance from 
teacher to disciple, even if Hakuin did actually use these categories to teach 
disciples, he may have chosen not to express such a rigid pattern in written 
form, as it could impede an optimal adaptation to individuals and circum¬ 
stances. If written traces related to a peculiar sequence of koans existed, 
they were individually noted down, and these notes were not intended to 
be disclosed. Such information on how Hakuin taught his direct disciples 
has not yet come to light, if it indeed exists at all. The idea commonly held 
by living masters, that these transformations are to be attributed to Hakuin 
himself cannot be entirely discarded either, as this judgment is the result of 
convictions carried by the oral tradition. 30 

Alternatively, it could be that successors of Hakuin devised this sequence 
of koans, drawing on their master’s teachings. Here again, the lack of 
documents does not allow us to draw conclusions. By a process of elimina¬ 
tion, it is possible to ascertain that nothing close to a “system” appears in 
Torei’s writings. His central work, the Shumon mujinto ron (Treatise on the 
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inexhaustible lamp of our lineage, T 81 no. 2575) published in 1800, 31 does 
describe in detail stages on the path of cultivation, but carefully avoids fur¬ 
nishing a rigid structure governing the use of koans. One could consider, as 
Kajitani Sonin puts it, that the aim pervading the whole koan “system” is 
to avoid stopping halfway through, to avoid being satisfied with one’s 
accomplishments, to keep going beyond (kojo). }2 

The few published sources on this topic give precious information on the 
actual use of koans, but they are from a later period. Akizuki Ryomin has, 
for example, disclosed the “notebook for practice” (anken) listing the 
sequence of two hundred koans followed in the lineage of Ekkei Shuken 
(1810—1884), the founder of the monks’ hall of today’s Myoshin-ji, and his 
successor Kasan Genku (1837—1917). 33 Fearing that the tradition he has 
inherited from his masters might disappear, the same author has also pub¬ 
lished another collection, giving the sequence of 268 cases used in the Bizen 
branch of the Rinzai school. 34 

At this point, a word should be said about Hakuin’s direct successors. 
There has been some confusion concerning this matter, because of the 
ambiguous designation used in the biography, where the word for “Dhar- 
ma heir (hassu) signifies a successor in the temple lineage (garanbo) (HN 
33 34). Although contemporary usage generally considers a hassu a fully 
ac nowledged successor, this technical term is used more loosely in the 
iography, so that no specific term permits identification of the numerous 
iscip es who received Hakuin’s certification (inka). This aspect seems to 
ave een voluntarily left out of the biography, perhaps to avoid giving a 
restrictive list that might omit disciples unknown to the redactor. Further- 
ore, Hakuin had given his recognition to many lay persons, and it was not 
stomary to mention nonordained practitioners on Dharma charts, 
awa ami Kozan (1874-1932), who wrote a history of the Myoshin-ji, 
provi e a list of the forty-one successors he considered the most impor- 

f nt iere are orn i ss ions, however, and the criteria chosen for his 
classification are unknown. 35 

To focus on only eight among the figures most active after Hakuin’s 
emise, we should begin with the names of Torei and Sui5 Genro 
_ ^90) (see HZ 1.123-26). Suio inherited the Shoin-ji from Hakuin 
an is activity also involved remarkable art works. Shikyo Eryo 
(1722—1787) founded a new monastery, the Enpuku-ji, at Yawata on the 
outskirts of Kyoto (see HZ 8.267-69). Daishu Zenjo (1720-1778) had 
studied Neo-Confucianism; he later became abbot of the Jisho-ji, in pres¬ 
ent Oita Prefecture, and was the main redactor of Keiso dokuzui (see HZ 
1.119-21). Kawakami calls the above four masters the “four heavenly 
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kings” in Hakuin’s succession. 36 A lesser-known disciple, Tairei Shokan 
(1724—1807), revived the Shorin-ji of Hashima, in present Gifu Prefecture. 
Reigen Eto (1721-1785) played a considerable role in introducing Hakuin’s 
line at the Tenryu-ji. Although relegated by Kawakami in his list to the 
grade of “guest disciple,” Daikyu Ebo (1715—1774) is regarded as one of 
Hakuin’s most talented followers, as shown by the words of his colleague 
Suio, who reportedly said that “the only one who followed Elakuin since he 
was young, exhausting and grabbing his treasures of the Dharma (hdzai), is 
Torei; the only one who penetrated to the source of his Dharma (bogen) is 
Daikyu” (HZ 1.139). 

Special mention must be made of Hakuin’s last disciple, Gasan Jito 
(1727—1797). Coming from Kogetsu’s line, through his first master Gessen 
Zenne, Gasan is not even mentioned in Hakuin’s biography. There is noth¬ 
ing surprising about this, considering that Gasan had not completed his 
training under Hakuin. According to Gasan’s own account, he consulted 
Hakuin during four years and, upon Hakuin’s death, completed his koan 
practice under Torei (HZ 1.134-35). This is confirmed in Torei’s biography, 
which mentions the certification he gave to Gasan in 1777. 37 Gasan never¬ 
theless chose to consider himself the direct heir of Hakuin and he is record¬ 
ed in all Dharma charts as such. Surprisingly, although Gasan was the last 
to enter the community of Hakuin, he appears from today’s perspective to 
be the main figure connecting later generations with Hakuin s teachings. 
This is due to the fact that almost all present teachers belong to a lineage 
derived from two of Gasan’s heirs, Inzan Ien (1751—1814) and Takuju 
Kosen (1760—1833). In other words, despite the prosperity of Hakuin s 
descendants until the end of the eighteenth century, almost all the lines that 
did not belong to Inzan and Takuju’s successors had disappeared by the end 
of the nineteenth century. There is at least one exception, a lineage stemming 
from Suio that is reported as subsisting today, but it seems marginal. 38 

The consequences of these developments for the transmission of Hakuin s 
legacy to Rinzai teachers today are far-reaching. While at the moment of 
the inauguration of the Ryutaku-ji in 1761, when Hakuin was still alive, 
expectations that this current of teaching would flourish were well found¬ 
ed, the position of Rinzai representatives became increasingly defensive 
toward the end of the Tokugawa period. Was this phenomenon the result 
of a lowering in the quality of practitioners, or did it happen under increas¬ 
ing pressure from external factors? This is a major issue for future research. 
There is as yet almost no Japanese scholarship on the last decades of Zen 
Buddhism during the Tokugawa, and this difficult period is further 
obscured by the destruction that occurred at the beginning of the Meiji era. 



32. Brush drawing of 
Bodhidharma by 
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The Outreach to a Wider Audience 

Besides the purely monastic environment, the other facet of the reforms 
implemented by Hakuin and his followers regards their efforts to make Zen 
practice and teachings more accessible. Among the followers of Hakuin, the 
number of lay persons who consulted him and reached a deep insight is 
noteworthy. When his lay disciples’ attainment was unmistakable, Hakuin 
sometimes composed commemorative paintings, often in the form of a 
dragon-like whisk, with an inscription appended. Two of these paintings 
have been rediscovered in recent years, showing the successive certifications 
given to a doctor named Sugiyama Yosen (d. 1779) and to his wife Juho (d. 
1796). 39 

A marked characteristic of these certifications is that they acknowledge a 
breakthrough occurring upon meditative work on the “sound of a single 
hand” koan. This signifies that the meaning given to such attestations was 
devised differently for lay persons and for monks. In the case of lay persons, 
it could be conferred upon realization of kerisho , while for monks it supposed 
the completion of the whole koan training. 

This appears to be another aspect of the endeavor to facilitate access to 
Zen practice by engaged lay practitioners, while further means were used 
to vulgarize the teachings for the masses. Popularization through writings 
in vernacular language, songs, or miraculous tales, and nonverbal teachings 
in the form of art works are often regarded as the key to Hakuin s success. 
Already in the 1918 issue of ZeWa, Suzuki Daisetsu commented on the 
ability of Hakuin to use Chinese classics while making people feel that Zen 
had always been Japanese” (18). Again, the obsession with getting rid of 
the Chinese flavor, which had become a leitmotiv since Motoori Norinaga, 
is conspicuous. Besides this emphasis on national identity, the rural flavor 
and the language used in Hakuin’s writings has contributed to make his 
teachings more compatible with local beliefs and customs. 41 

Besides using popular preaching, which appears to be partially a conces¬ 
sion to the trends of the time, Hakuin worked to express the fundamentals 
of training in a way that would be understandable and attractive for any¬ 
one. This type of openness to worldly preoccupations can be seen, for 
instance, in the emphasis put on filial piety, although this cannot be 
reduced to skillful means and has deeper roots in Buddhist thought. 
Another distinctive feature of Hakuin’s perspective is his attempt to achieve 
a synthesis. His teachings are not characterized solely by openness, as he 
can condemn without mercy the “false Zen” propagated by some of 
Bankei’s followers, but he mentions Dogen in a very respectful way (HZ 
1.221; 2.25; 4.116; 5.359), and he had acquaintances among Soto priests. 
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(He met, for example, the young Oryu Genro [1720-1813] in 1749.) 
Moreover, he often quotes Buddhist thinkers of other schools, for instance 
T ien-t ai (HZ 1.220-21; 4.115), and he generally admits the non-duality 
between the teachings of Zen masters and those belonging to classical Bud¬ 
dhism. One notices as well a propensity on his part to defend the idea of 
the fundamental unity between the three teachings (Shinto, Confucianism, 
and Buddhism), although Zen Buddhism is generally presented as the 
deepest. 

We have seen that the originality of Hakuin’s legacy lies precisely in his 
success in integrating his school with historical circumstances and respond¬ 
ing to the needs of the time, while imposing subtle transformations. Like 
most reformers, Hakuin searched for the roots rather than trying to inno¬ 
vate. One indication of this tendency is the emphasis he places on the basic 
exercise of mindfulness of breathing (susokkan and zuisokkan), a meditative 
practice derived from Indian origins (dndpana-smrti ). More than conceptu- 
a grounds, the deep attention to breath, which facilitates the calming of 
o y and mind, condenses the commencing point of Buddhist practice, 
C , ^ ^ ot: se P arat e from its ultimate goal. Hakuin’s exhortations as 
i • , C ^ Torei in the Rohatsu jishu begin with the following passage, 
ic may also serve as my provisional conclusion: 


Straiphr^ 0 a C 1C cus ^i° n ar *d sit in full lotus posture; loosen your clothing, 
the connT^f 0111 ' S ? lne a< ]j ust evenly your body. Begin by contemplating 

passable one^^ reat ^ s ‘ ^ mon £ the innumerable samadhi this is the unsur- 

koan. It if * Ued -^? Ur ^ ower a bdomen (tanden) with vital energy, take one 
passes on thk^^ C ° CUt ^ ver ^ root [with this samadhi']. As time 

bilitv of] micc; Ua ^V aSSUm ' n ^ ^° U are not even ^ [there is a faint possi- 
and without f a i| g ic C grou 7 d when 7 ou hlt ic , kensho [will occur] inevitably 
out fai1 * Kee P working! Keep working! (T 81.615a; HZ 7.233) 


Notes 

usually do nnr are St ‘^ inaccurately given in most publications, which 

According to his Kinl ^ 1 ° a fr°i Unt t ^ ie & a P ^ etween s °lar and lunar calendar. 

twelfth month, twemy-fifth da^Th™” b ° m SeC ° nd ye3r of the J 6k y° era ’ 
the end of the fifVk ^ c , a ^‘ ^ 1S corres P on ds to 19 January 1686. He died at 

responds to ^ 8,! ^ Meiwa era ’ twelfth month, eleventh day. This cor- 

Hakuin’s bio&Jnh u ^9 an ^ 2 ^8). The counting of age followed in 

1685 fn fc S V hOWeVer> , baSed ° n the lunar y ears . making him one year 
old m 1685 In 1695. for example, he is eleven years old. 

tain 7en r rJrU ° uras f > *' 2 17- F° r critical studies depicting the links of cer- 
"The 7 P n f[ herS w,th ‘nationalism or militarism see Ichikawa (1975) and Sharf, 
Ine Zen of Japanese Nationalism.” 
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3. At the time of Hakuin, the Obaku movement was designated by speaking of 
the Obaku branch of the Rinzai school (Rinzai shu Obaku ha), while its members 
considered themselves to represent the "True Rinzai school’ (Rinzai shoshu). This 
stream acquired the status and denomination of an independent school (Obaku 
shu) in 1876 (Zengaku daijiten, 123d). 

4. For Daito kokushi (Shuho Myocho 1282—1338), see Kraft, Eloquent Zen , and 
my review of the work in Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 20 (1993). The main 
publication concerning Hakuin’s Kaian kokugo remains the record of the oral 
teachings (teisho) given by lida Toin (1863-1937), a layman who had been 
certified by several masters of the Rinzai and Soto schools, including Kogaku Soen, 
Nantenbo, and Taiun Sogaku (lida, Kaiankokugo teishdroku). Titles used by Hakuin 
for his works generally play upon several layers of meaning, alluding to ancient 
stories. It is therefore often better not to restrict their signification and 1 shall 
avoid translating them. In the case of Kaian kokugo , Yampolsky explains the title 
as “the locust-tree land of tranquility, a never-never land of dreams ( Zen Master 
Hakuin , 226). The title is inspired from the novel Nan-k’e 7 ai-shou chuan by the 
T’ang writer Li Kung-tso (n.d.); its hero falls asleep in broad daylight and dreams 
that he visits this chimerical country, marries the king’s daughter, and becomes 
governor. The peace (of mind) obtained after napping under a Chinese scholar tree 
(scientific name Sophora Japonica [sic]) suggests, however, that Hakuin s title 
emphasizes the awakening from the dream. 

5. Tsujii, Hakuin osho monogatari. 

6. This stance has been explored chiefly by Funaoka in “Hakuin zen no shisoshi 
teki igi,” and developed by Muneyama in his “Hakuin no gohoron to minshuka. 

7. An introduction to the institutional aspect is provided by Foulk, The Chan 
School" and Its Place in the Buddhist Monastic Tradition . 

8. I shall not paraphrase here the biography of Hakuin, so frequently quoted in 
Western publications. See the bibliography for Waddell’s translation and his ren¬ 
dering of the autobiographical Itsurnadegusa. The complementary document to 
HN is the biography of Torei (Nishimura, Torei osho nenpu). 

9. The first autobiographical account is in the appendix to Orategama , written in 
1747 when Hakuin was sixty-three (HZ 5.196—209). It is the most concise story, 
lacking the episodes telling about his discovery of the Ch'an-kuan ts e-chin, the visit 
to Hakuyushi, and his stay at Iwatakiyama. The second one, a text called Sakushin 
yochi monogatari , is recorded in some versions of Yaemugura , a neglected work of 
Hakuin that has not been included in HZ. Concerning this complicated issue, see 
Kato Shoshun, “ Yaemugura no ihon ni tsuite,” and HN 5-6. It was printed in 
1761. The third autobiographical record is the one published in 1766, Itsumade- 

10. This letter is recorded in the miscellanea called Taiyo zatsudokkai (HZ 
7.40-41). The same letter is found in the more comprehensive manuscript in 
Torei’s own hand, called Zatsudokkai , that is kept at Ryutaku-ji (folio 66b). See 
also HN 6. 

11. The particulars that led to this publication are explained by Taikan in his 
postface to the biography (HN 295-96). At the end of this postface, the date of 
publication is given as the third year of the Bunsei era, twelfth month, eight day, 
corresponding to 11 January 1821. 

12. Rikugawa, Kosho Hakuin osho shoden , 25. 
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13. For the reading of this name, I follow Kato (HN 17). The appellation ronin 
appended to the name of his hermitage, Shoju, forms the nickname that Dokyo 
Etan was given, apparently by the villagers in the countryside where he resided. 
The Buddhist reading nin of the character for "person” seems to have a more 
respectful connotation than the more usual reading jin , as it evokes the "true per¬ 
son (shinnin ).The reading of this name in the bibliography has adjusted accord¬ 
ingly. Nakamura (who is not a priest) nevertheless uses rojin (.Shoju ronin to sono 
shiihen, preface, and Shoju ronin no shi to geju, 13). 

14. See Ito, Hakuyushi , 6—12. New developments have been presented by the 
same author in Zenbunka 24 (January 1962), 42-47; 54 (September 1969) 46-55. 
The more critical approach by Rikugawa ( Hyoshaku , 140-203) is essential. 

Huang Ti Nei Ching Su Wen , ed. Jen Ying-ch’iu (Beijing: Renmin weisheng 
chuban, 1986), 8. Compare the translation by Ilza Veith, The Yellow En/peror’s Clas- 
sic of Internal Medicine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966), 98. Hakuin 
quotes this passage in Itsumadegusa (HZ 1.221), Kanzanshi sendai kimon (HZ 4.108, 
116) and Yasenkanna (HZ 5.359). 

16. See also HN 21. The expression "realized in one stroke of hammer” is com- 
51°319b9 10) S ° UrCeS ’ e '^‘ tbe Transmission of the La?np of the Ching-te Era (T. 

17. This temple was restored in the Meiji period and is now located in present 

(‘‘Ko^tanb6’J CCUre * ^ C * ty b yama. A description can be found in Koga 


\ 0to £ ra P . tbe stone is included in Zenbunka 30-31 (January 1964) 
34 _^ ucnc * n tb e text with the reading is provided in Imakita ( 1935 , 

Nakamnr C rCa on ^ y * n ^kugsiwa (Kosho Hakuin osho shoclen, 42) and 

1 a T (Sh ° JU r6mn t0 sono shiihen, 34) 

2a T 7 \I he f C Z lture of Civil War in K y° t0 ’ 13. 

document ak an zan has been surrounded by mist, as there are few reliable 
This situation° Ut IS k 10 g ra P b y ( see Kato, "Kanzan Egen den no shiryo hihan”). 
Egen to GetsurinD 6 l' 5 ’’) 1 ^ ^ e ^° rts ^* stor ^ ans Eke Takenuki ("Kanzan 

22 . Haknin^n SSUC ^ en bunka ( 60 , March 1971) is devoted to this figure, 
cernintr these attem P^ ec | to meet Kogetsu, but gave up on his way. Con- 

Akiyama, who provides 5 "If *”?? 1 j ? r ° Ugh their disci P les > see 

(Shamon Hakuin, 146 - 153 ) f dlscl P les wh ° shifted from Kogetsu to Hakuin 

HakuiU'zenf Til) Suzu^Da^ f ° r insta " ce - b V Akizukl (Kt > an < 77 and 82; 

Zendd: “Hakuin brought kfian sSTr““ 3 T^" % pKSSl0n m the ^ 18 issu , e of 
the same rime Zen t0 com pletion (kanna zen o taisei shita) and at 

dJZJZ, Ze " “ * <>*- w 

sion use °[ t * 1e word/<«/«, Suzuki in 1942 employs the expres- 

vol 4 71?) ak precisely means "koan system” (see Suzuki Daisetsu zenshu 
hnrinn in r* 1 wn J; ln £ about the same time, describes Hakuin’s contri- 

ichikanken ” *6 ) ° * system (soshiki) consciously devised (“Hakuin kei kanna no 


for 2 Nanpo ^ T 80 - 20b l y -20 for Enni, and Zenmon hogoshu vol. 2, 438 
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26. The prototype of this question is attributed to the Sixth Patriarch in the 
Transmission nj the Lutmp (T 5 1.232a), but it does not include the expression before 
your parents were born.” The same text is reproduced as case 23 of the Wu-men- 
kuan (Mumonkan). The more elaborate version I give is based on the text most cur¬ 
rently used in Japanese monasteries, as it appears in the koan collection Shiimon 
kattoshii (Kajitani, Shiimon kattoshii , 5). This version seems to be based on the Wu-- 
chia cheng-1 sung tsan , a Southern Sung dynasty text completed in 1254 (Z 
135.906b-907a). 

27. For a description of education as conceived in today s monasteries, see Hori, 
"Teaching and Learning in the Rinzai Monastery." 

28. See also Izuyama, Hakuin zenji, 36 and 38, note 6 ; and Yampolsky, Zen Mas¬ 
ter Hahnin, 33. 

29- A detailed exposition of these categories can be found in Akizuki, Hakuin 
Zenji , 138-88; Fuller Sasaki, The Zen Koan and Zen Dust , 46-76; and Shimano, 
"Zen Koans.” The five categories mentioned form the main bulk of post-Hakuin 
practice, and they are generally followed by the koan dealing with the goi (five 
positions), juju kinkai (the ten essential precepts), and matsugo no rokan (the last 

barrier). f 

30. For example, this idea is clearly expressed by Kajitani, the former abbot or 
Shokoku-ji monastery, who states that Hakuin "created (tsukutta) a koan system 
including five categories ("Koan no soshiki,” 263). 

31. Translation in Mohr, Traite stir Tlnepuisable Larnpe du Zen. 

32. Kajitani, "Koan no soshiki,” 2 66 . 

33 . Akizuki, Koan , 262-332. 

34. Akizuki, Zen no shugyo , 163-308. The Bizen branch is the current that 
emerged from the area of Okayama, since Taigen Shigen (1769-1837) and his suc¬ 
cessor Gisan Zenrai (1802-1878) resided at Sogen-ji. Concerning this current see 
Zenbunka Henshubu, Meiji no Zensho (271—90). 

35. Kawakami, Zoho, 66 3-65; HN 29-32. 

36. Kawakami, Zoho, 663-64; HN 29. 

37. Nishimura, Torei oshd nenpu , 240. 

38. See Tanaka Koichi, "Suio no hokei.” 

39 . Machida, "Hakuin no kosui ko.” 

40. Hakuin and his school as seen from the point of view of art history will not 
be treated here, despite the interest of this topic. The study by Kameyama Takuro 
(Hakuin Zenji no ga 0 yomu) is notable for its pioneering use of the methods o 
iconology. It denounces in particular the fakes that have been taken for Hakuin s 
works by previous authors. Classical publications include Naoki, Hakuin Zenji, 
Takeuchi Naoji, Hakuin; Ta'nahashi, Hakuin no geijutsu; Yamauchi, Hakuin and 
Hakuin san no e seppo; Yanagida and Kato, Hakuin. The relation between Hakuin 
and the painter Ike no Taiga (1723-1776) has been studied by Takeuchi Naoji in 
"Hakuin to Taiga.” Addiss provides a synthesis on the topic of art by Zen masters, 
with an annotated bibliography ( The Art of Zen , 214—18). 

41. Yanagida uses the expression “indigenous handwriting (dochaku no sho) for 
Hakuin’s brush works, and speaks of a movement toward the native soil that started 
with Shido Munan ( Hakuin , 55 and 67). 
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Tokugawa Period 

I. Buddhist Responses to Confucianism 

Minamoto Ryoen 


T he growth of secularization and intellectualization in the Toku¬ 
gawa (Edo) period (1603-1867) brought about a positivistic way 
of thinking—marked by dichotomies of subject and object, self 
and other, spirit and matter—that was inimical to spiritual 
awareness. Confucianism increasingly became a politically serviceable 
orthodoxy, which strengthened the authority of the shogunate government. 
Buddhism, lacking any important political role, maintained its spiritual tra¬ 
dition as a vital social force, especially among the common people. Many 
Buddhists, threatened by the superiority of Confucianism, took a defensive 
posture toward it and resorted to sophistical arguments. This approach is 
well represented by the San'ikun (Teaching of the three laws, 1758; NST 
57.7—33) of the Jodoshu priest Daiga (1709—1782), in which he claims that 
Buddhism possesses teachings on political economy common to itself, Shin¬ 
to, and Confucianism. Of more interest are the attitudes adopted by the 
most vigorous sects of the time—Jodo Shinshu, Nichirenshu, and Zen. 


Jodo Shinshu 

Endowed with an intense faith in Other-Power by its founder, Shinran, 
Jodo Shinshu had in the Muromachi period been faced with the task of rec¬ 
onciling this inviolable and transcendent faith with secular power and sec¬ 
ular morality. An accommodation between faith and morality was proposed 
by Rennyo (1415-1499): 

Take the laws of the state as your outer aspect, store Other-Power faith deep 
in your hearts, and take the principles of humanity and justice as essential. 
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Bear in mind that these are the rules of conduct that have been established 
within our tradition. 1 


This text determined the attitude of religious communities to secular 
power and ethics. Unlike Dogen s datsuzoku (emancipation from the secu¬ 
lar) or Nichiren s shakubuku (subduing evil), Rennyo’s doctrine consisted of 
conforming with the principles of secular living while keeping the world of 
faith intact. Thus Shami Ganjo (d. 1869) writes; 


Outwardly, to observe the laws of the state completely, and not to forget the 
r* ^ nev °l^ nce > righteousness, ritual propriety, wisdom, and good faith 
it e Confucian five norms” of the Tokugawa ideology]; in one’s inner heart, 
to believe in the Original Vow deeply; to ascribe good and evil fortune in this 
wor to armic destiny from the past; and to make the occupation of one’s 
family, whether of samurai, farmer, artisan, or merchant, one’s primary con¬ 
cern this is what we call good companionship of the Pure Land. 


Here, along with the five norms, a concern with family occupation makes 
its appearance, but the basic principle enunciated by Rennyo and Saigin 
(1605-1663) is unaltered. 


1 rj. , C P urity faith characteristic of Jodo Shinshu was preserved in 
, u S^ wa .period by a dualism between the original vow of Amida main- 
n C e lnner world of faith and a Confucian code of secular conduct, 

coexist C V id ^ ca ^ e< ^ externally soft and internally hard.” The 

m ^ Buddhism and Confucianism did not entail any profound 

indenend terac ^ 10n ’ Bven though it looks as if Jodo Shinshu here forswears 
did folio et , 1Ca * ^ n ^ n S a nd simply adapts to its environment, the sect 

a h Sh r° al,ar °v han8ms up a s,ngle tal - 

** ^ bo th a po,en - 


Nichirenshu 

“ th 5 a /- C '; mrnod “'ng attitude to secular power adopted by 

i J“tf'^‘ l " SCCt - N ' chi5 0565-1630) of the Fujufuse 
"''^Sbug„„h6ron (On the meaning and laws of our sect, 1616; 
, ’ a ere< ^ t0 Nichiren’s teaching that it was wrong to 

£? n , U - Ct services or or accept alms from nonbelievers in the Lotus Sutra. 
Nichio was persecuted by the Tokugawa authorities for his persistence in 
t is view. o ing to the primacy of the Lotus Sutra, he placed Confu¬ 
cianism and Taoism in a lower position, but nonetheless believed that 
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Confucianism was a necessary first step in the study of Buddhism. “He who 
would study Buddhism should first know the moral obligations of the 
world” (NST 57.272). As people’s knowledge was shallow and Buddhism 
extremely profound, study of the secular Way provided an approach to the 
latter. Nichio’s rejection of services for nonbelievers could appeal to Confu- 
cian principles, and he quotes Mencius’s words: “If it is not right to do so, 
one should not accept even a spoonful of food from another. “Life is what 
we desire; righteousness is also what we desire. If we cannot have both, we 
should abandon life and cleave to righteousness” (the Mencius). Nichio adds: 
“Secular moral obligations are as binding as this. How much more so are 
the Buddhist ones!” (NST 57.273). It seems safe to conclude that he found 
a congruence between Confucian morality and Fujufuse principles, and that 
in his mind there were no obstacles to incorporating Confucianism within 
the structure of his Buddhism. 


Zen 

In contrast to China, debates between Zen and Confucianism are rare in 
Japan. Nevertheless, it was Zen monks among Tokugawa period Buddhists 
who met the challenge of Confucianism most directly, to some extent com¬ 
pelling the Confucians to respond. The reason for this is that they shared 
with the Confucians a concern with psychological techniques (shinpd ). 


Takuan 

In the early Tokugawa period, when the Neo-Confucianism of Chu Hsi 
(1130-1200) was becoming an object of serious study and practice in 
Japan, Takuan was the only Zen monk of his time to realize the importance 
of Confucianism for Buddhists. He proceeded to study it intensively and to 
criticize it from a Buddhist perspective. He made it part of his conceptual 
repertoire, using Confucian vocabulary to develop Mahayana philosophy. In 
his early work, Sennan gukyo roku (Record of residence south of Izumi), he 
criticized the theory of the Korean Confucianist Yi T’oegye (1501-1570) 
concerning the “four beginnings and seven emotions. Yi saw Mencius s 
“four beginnings” as principles of goodness issuing from It (the noumenal 
realm), while the “seven emotions” are products of ch’i (material force). 
Takuan held that, from the Buddhist standpoint, both categories belonged 
to the physical rather than the noumenal aspect of the world. He also tack¬ 
led the Confucian understanding of Buddhist nirvana and, basing his argu¬ 
ments on the Ssu-chu cheng-i k’ao (Study of the correct interpretation of the 
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Four Books) of the Ming syncretic thinker Lin Chao-en (1517-1598), 
defended Buddhism against the charge of being a heterodoxy. He refuted 
the Confucian notions that one could make oneself into Yao or Shun by 
self-cultivation and that one could achieve “the extension of knowledge and 
investigation of things” simply by reading books. 

The clearest and most complete expression of Takuan’s early views is in 
his Riki sabetsuron (On the distinction between principle and force). Here he 
developed a theory of// (principle) and ch’i (force) from a Mahayana Bud- 
ist perspective. Unlike Chu Hsi, he did not maintain the ontological 
entity of ch i and //, the non-ultimate and the supreme-ultimate, but sep¬ 
arated them as self-sufficient independently existing categories. There is 
nothing unusual about his concept of ch’i, but of li he wrote: “The sub¬ 
stance o i fills heaven and earth. Because it exists in the mode of 
on ^ ls described as empty and ‘void’.” Takuan proceeded to crit- 

aa a U /- S \ S V ^ ew t ^ ie re l at ionship between ch’i and li as that of salt 
°° . to en hance its flavor. He denied that li had a will and was the 
ause o activity and quiescence in ch’i , or that ch’i had a will and was sub- 

one \x/ 3 c f° 1 a ° W j Ver ’ s * nce the motion of ch’i was always unregulated, 

Takuan’* ° rCCd t0 ad ° Pt the f ° rm ° f WOrds that ch<t was subordinate to li. 

“emntv” a ^ brom c b * an d h* s designation of the former as 

and used ^ ^ ^ ^ ased on tbe Buddhist doctrine of non-self (mttga) 

shinsa) His ^ r8Ue a8 . a j nst: tbe heterodox belief in a substantial self (gedo 

nX fou„d^ 0ry °l a " d ^ Euddhist thought on mind and 

nature founded on the non-self doctrine. 

mystertri T tzl '”*» < R «°r d of immovable wisdom and divine 

H “ P hil “OP hi “' criticisms of Chu Hsis doctrine of 

oneness the ruler of'aTthin. underst »^ing of thing as "making 

ered the best meek a c j- 8S 3nd n ° C ettln g S°- This, he says, is consid- 
Buddhist point of view"it [ he mind by Con fucians; but from a 

ate stage of trainin a ^ 0t ^ u tlmate stat e, but only an intermedi- 

turbances to the mfnd but V itself' for be 8 inners to P«vent dis- 
a lack of freedom. One should 1? ^ “ mV °! VeS J what mi S ht be described as 
“the mind resides nowhere and vT Y™! Wh ' ch COmeS ° nly when 

in the Diamond Sutra as “havfne W , h ° le pCrson >” a state described 

Behind Takuan’s view of Chu “? * pr ° pCr mmd ” 

attitude rn rhp /a • \ , Hsi s cbln & lies hls criticism of Chu Hsi’s 

mind) Takuan wrote: ^ A ^” (Gatewa y to calming the 

wSoS S ir:Tf rSt0 ° d thC mind ’ h0ldin S that h * f he master of the 
whole self, and that ,f the master is lost, a person will become mad. This is a 
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wholly mistaken view. All enterprises start with the mind as their master and 
are retained firmly in the mind. When they are perfectly completed, the 
mind is forgotten and a state of working with no mind is reached. If this is 
not so, the action cannot be described as skillful. The Buddhist perfection of 
the perfect is "no-mind and no-working.” 

He claimed that this notion of “no-working” was congruent with Confu¬ 
cius’s idea that “the sage does not act, yet transforms society.” Chu Hsi’s 
commentary on the words “Was it not Shun who did not act, yet the 
Empire was well ordered?” from the Wei Ling-kung chapter of the Analects , 
“lacks stature. It shows a grasp of the sage’s mind, but reflects the limita¬ 
tions of the annotator.” In the Tdkai yawa (Evening conversation at Tokai- 
ji), Takuan compares the government of Yao and Shun to a single cloud in 
the Great Void: 

The sage’s heart is like the Great Void: it is utterly empty. Just as one clears 
a room and awaits a guest, so one clears one’s heart and awaits whatever may 
occur, like a single cloud floating on the Great Void. 

Whereas Chu Hsi had expounded “non-activity” from the point of view of 
a governor who promotes and rewards ability but does not himself partici¬ 
pate in administration, Takuan adopted the perspective of an administrator 
who responds to each administrative event with an attitude of no-mind. 


lmakita Kosen 

At the end of the Tokugawa period, another Zen Buddhist, lmakita Kosen 
(1816—1892), engaged in a creative critique of Confucianism. Kosen ini¬ 
tially studied the works of the great Confucian philologist Ogyu Sorai 
(1666—1728) and then went on to Chu Hsi. He gradually became less and 
less satisfied with Chu. After coming into contact with the more subjective 
philosophy of Wang Yang-ming (1472-1529), he reinvestigated Chu Hsi 
from the point of view of his own subjective existence. Once again, however, 
he felt his own requirements as a subject were not satisfied. Finally, at the 
age of twenty-four, he embraced Zen and became a Rinzai monk. Yet even 
after his experience of Zen enlightenment, he still retained a Confucian 
manner of thinking, for instance verifying his own enlightenment by refer¬ 
ence to the Confucian concept of “utmost sincerity.” 

Of all Zen monks of the Tokugawa period, it was Kosen who became 
most seriously involved with Confucianism at the intellectual level. He 
sought to realize Confucian aims from a Buddhist standpoint. He found 
much evidence in the Confucian classics of a concern with and a search for 
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ultimate value, for instance in expressions such as: “My way is one of unity” 
(Analects ); “to be watchful over oneself is solitude” (Doctrine of the Mean 1.3); 
“all-pervading energy” (Mencius); “utmost sincerity without ceasing” (Doc¬ 
trine of the Mean). He recognized the validity of the Confucian belief that the 
ultimate source of value was in the self, and of the psychological techniques 
Confucians had developed for reaching that source. For him, therefore, the 
“scholarship” (gakuget) that had preoccupied Confucians since Sorai was 
merely a preliminary step to that learning. In light of these beliefs, Confu¬ 
cianism and Buddhism had much in common. The “illustrious nature” of 
Confucianism and the “Buddha-nature” referred to the same reality; Con¬ 
fucius talking of the unity” was the same as the Buddha turning a flower 
in his hand. The ultimate reality and ultimate values at which the two tra¬ 
ditions aimed were thus the same, and, he also claimed, they shared a con¬ 
cern with the achievement of good government. 

Yet though he venerated Confucius as “a person who belongs to the rank 
of bodhisattva, Kosen was far from discounting the differences between 
the two traditions, and as a Zen Buddhist he inevitably valued Buddhism 
more highly than Confucianism. Most of his comparisons refer to the psy¬ 
chological techniques they had in common. He criticized Chu Hsi’s dual¬ 
ism between the human mind” (jen hsin) and the moral mind (tao bsin) and 

is requirement that the latter overcome the former. The two minds, Kosen 
c aimed, were identical and formed a unity whose realization could be 
ac ieved by grasping the mean ( chung ), of which both traditions spoke. But 
t e mental condition of grasping the mean required various procedures 
before it could be achieved. It was here that Kosen found Confucianism 
m0St ^° r ^ ac ^ e< ^ t ^ ie su btle and mysterious techniques com- 

^ C ^_ e ^ en sect * l c seems likely that, as a follower in the tradition 
of Hakuin, Kosen had the koans compiled by the latter in mind here. 

e e ciency of Confucianism in the realm of psychological techniques 
was illustrated by its concept of meditation. Kosen praised the introductory 
passage o the Great Learning as the main principles of the learning of the 
sages and a true method of refining the mind” and argued that the five 
stages of stopping, settling, quieting, calming, and reflecting" expounded 
there shared the same objectives as Zen. Yet, for him, Zen meditation dif¬ 
fered essentially from its Confucian counterpart, for the former was concerned 
with correct thought and did not involve formal questions of posture. 

Again, Kosen thought highly of Mencius’s notion of “knowing one’s 
nature but at the same time expressed regret that Mencius had not spoken 
of seeing one s nature. This was because “when one knows one’s nature 
one merely knows Heaven; but when one sees one’s nature, one then grasps 
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Heaven.” But it is his interpretation of Confucius’s reply to Yen Yuan s 
question concerning benevolence in the Analects that best illustrates 
Kosen’s concept of psychological techniques. Confucius has said: Over¬ 
coming self and returning to ritual is what I call benevolence. Kosen s 
comment on this was that the Confucian procedure of merely overcoming 
self” was insufficient, for it was like the proverb, ‘‘chasing flies off food 
the deluded aspects of the self would simply reappear the next day. Bud¬ 
dhism therefore spoke rather of slaying one’s deluded mind with the sharp 
sword of the koan once and for all. 

Underlying Kosen’s assessment of Confucian psychological techniques is 
a difference in assumptions between Confucianism, which is humanistic, 
and Buddhism, which paradoxically tries to affirm reality through radical 
denial of the self. Kosen’s criticisms of Confucian psychological techniques 
derive their persuasiveness from the stimulus he himself must have received 
from the Confucian studies he pursued before enlightenment. His Zenkai 
ichiran (The world of Zen surveyed), written in 1862 and printed in 1874, 
analyzes thirty Neo-Confucian ideas from the Zen Buddhist standpoint. It 
represents the first systematic intellectual response by a Tokugawa period 
Buddhist to the challenge posed by Confucianism, and the richest Buddhist 
contribution to the interaction of the two traditions during the period. But 
from the side of the Confucians, during the rush to modernization in the 
Meiji Restoration, there came nothing in reply. Nonetheless the enterprise 
of Zen apologetics that produced its finest result here may well have been 
a source of Zen intellectual self-confidence and energy after the Restoration. 


Notes 

1. Minor L. Rogers and Ann T. Rogers, Rennyo: The Second Founder of Shin Bud¬ 
dhism (Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1991) 180- 
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II. The Buddhist Element in Shingaku 

Paul B Watt 


I N tokugawa Japan (1600—1868), as in earlier periods, the ideals and 
values of Buddhism were disseminated in works of literature and art 
and in intellectual and religious movements which, though not pri¬ 
marily concerned with the propagation of the religion, embraced 
important aspects of it. One of the most influential religious movements 
that functioned in this way is Shingaku, or “the Learning of the Heart.’ 

Founded in the early eighteenth century by Ishida Baigan (1685—1744), 
Shingaku initially spread among the chonin y or townsmen, a group consist¬ 
ing of merchants and artisans. Merchants in particular were attracted to the 
Learning of the Heart, since it spoke to their needs at a time when they 
were groping their way toward a new understanding of their place in 
Japanese society. In traditional Confucian theory, which served as the chief 
ideology of state, merchants had been relegated to the bottom of a four¬ 
tiered social structure. That ranking reflected both the predominant agri¬ 
cultural basis of the Tokugawa economy and the antipathy that Confucians 
generally felt toward a class they regarded as “unproductive.” Samurai, 
farmers, and even their fellow townsmen the artisans, all held a higher status. 

In reality, however, in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen¬ 
turies, merchants had become the central figures in an expanding money 
economy, and many within the ruling samurai class had fallen deeply into 
their debt. Having achieved a level of material well-being and influence 
theoretically inappropriate to their station in society, merchants were often 
the target of criticism by defenders of the old order and of sumptuary edicts 
issued by the government. 

Ishida Baigan was one of several individuals in this period who came to 
their defense. Drawing upon Shinto, Confucianism, and Buddhism—as well 
as on an established syncretic tradition—he articulated a way of life for the 
merchants which, while based on traditional values, imbued their work 
with new and, ultimately, religious significance. But the appeal of the 
Learning of the Heart soon reached beyond the merchant class, and by the 
latter half of the eighteenth century it was attracting followers from all 
social orders. 
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A Brief Life of the Founder 

Ishida Baigan was born into a farm family in the small mountain village of 
Toge, located just west of Kyoto. He v/as the second of three children. 
While the Ishida family was not poor, neither was it wealthy, and with the 
eldest son destined to inherit the family home, Baigan was apprenticed to 
a merchant family in Kyoto at about the age of eleven. After he had been 
there several years, however, it was learned that his employer was unable to 
properly compensate his workers and Baigan was brought home. 

At twenty-three, Baigan was again sent to Kyoto as an apprentice, this 
time to a more successful firm. He quickly established himself as a valued 
and trusted employee, but during his recent stay at home, he had become 
interested in Shinto. Serious and introspective as a young man and anxious 
to correct certain faults he had discovered in his character, he had appar¬ 
ently concluded that Shinto embodied the true “way” for mankind. After 
his return to Kyoto he devoted whatever free time he had to its cultivation. 
As we read in Ishida Sensei jiseki , the biography written by his students: 

° n k us ^ ness to the lower city, he carried a book in his pocket and 
stu led whenever he had leisure. In the morning before his companions arose 
e , rCa t ” e secon< ^ stor Y window, and at night he read after they had fallen 

asleep. (IBZ 2, 613)‘ y 

igan is also remembered as having exhibited a special concern for his fel- 
ow employees during these years. Even after he had achieved the position 
ea clerk, in winter he would leave the warmest sleeping, places to oth- 
b rS ^ n tf°u SUmmer m ghts he made sure that the boys in the shop did not 
ick orr their blankets (IBZ 2, 613). This marked consideration for others 
ontinued to be characteristic of Baigan throughout his life. 

I p> riI ^,, .^ S twcnt * es an d early thirties, Baigan read not only Shinto but 
,. ist and, particularly, Confucian works. The precise content of his 
j. S unc ear > but through them he seems to have arrived at an under- 
I*. ^ ° j f tFUC Wa ^ ^ or man kind that incorporated aspects of all three 

c ^ .. n C at stresse d selfless devotion to one’s appointed task, honesty, 
ruga ity, an compassion. When Baigan was thirty-five or six, however, he 
^ /k aVe 0u ^ ts ‘ P art icular, he had become unsure about the char- 
°j ^ man nature (sei), an issue that bore directly on his estimate of the 
in ivi ua s capacity to realize the way. After seeking out several teachers 
without success, he met Oguri Ryoun (d. 1729), a man who had once 
served as a domain official and who had retired to Kyoto to live out his days 
as a teacher. Oguri was versed not only in Neo-Confucianism but in Taoism 
and Buddhism as well. Their first meeting was little more than a failed 




TOKUGAWA PERIOD 


339 


attempt on Baigan’s part to initiate a discussion of the problem of human 
nature; nevertheless, Baigan’s spirits were buoyed by the encounter, for he 
felt that at last he had found someone to whom he could turn for help. 

Yet even under Oguri’s guidance, Baigan’s uncertainties were not quickly 
resolved. After a year and a half of intense reflection and study, some 
progress was unexpectedly made during a visit home to care for his ailing 
mother. On one occasion when he left her side and opened a door to go out, 
he had the sudden sensation that all of his doubts had been dispersed. 
According to his Recorded Sayings , in that moment he realized “that his own 
nature (jisei) was the parent of Heaven and earth and all things (IBZ 1, 
438), and he was overcome with joy. To this, the Jiseki adds that at the same 
time he came to know that “the way of Yao and Shun [legendary rulers 
revered in the Confucian tradition] is only filial piety and obedience (IBZ 
2,615). 

When Baigan informed Oguri about this experience, his teacher recog-, 
nized that he had made a breakthrough of sorts, but he pointed out that 
Baigan had another step to take. “The eye with which you saw that our 
nature is the parent of Heaven and earth remains,” Oguri told him. 
“Nature truly exists when there is no eye. Now just once set that eye aside 
(IBZ 2, 615). Baigan worked conscientiously for more than a year before he 
could accomplish this, but he finally attained full illumination, or hatsumei 
as the Shingaku people refer to the experience, early one morning just after 
dawn. The Jiseki gives the following account: 

Late one night he lay down exhausted and was unaware of the break of day. 

As he lay there, he heard the cry of a sparrow. At that moment, a feeling 
comparable to the serenity of a great sea or cloudless sky pervaded his body. 

His experience of the cry of that sparrow was like a cormorant s breaking the 
surface and entering the water of a great serene sea. From that time on, he 
set aside the conscious observation of his own nature. (IBZ 2, 615) 

His confidence restored, Baigan, now forty-two or three, left his place of 
employment and began to give occasional lectures. Shortly thereafter, in 
1729 when Baigan was forty-five, his teacher died. Just before his death, 
Oguri had offered Baigan his books, replete with his notations, but Baigan 
refused, explaining that as he encountered hew circumstances, he would 
expound the teaching anew (IBZ 2, 6l6). In that same year, Baigan opened 
his first lecture hall in Kyoto and formally began his career as a teacher. He 
neither charged his students a fee nor asked for any special introductions. 
Over the remaining fifteen years of his life, which he passed unmarried, he 
lectured in Osaka as well as Kyoto and produced the two works for which 
he is most often remembered: his Tohimondo (City and country dialogues, 
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1739) and his Kenyaku Seikaron (Frugality: essays on household manage¬ 
ment, 1744). These, along with his Recorded Sayings and the Ishida Sensei jise- 
ki, which were completed after his death, constitute the chief sources for an 
understanding of his thoughts. 2 


Baigan’s Teachings and Buddhism 

Although early in his life Baigan had stated that his chief aim was to prop¬ 
agate Shinto, and although Buddhism, too, had a place in his thought, 
there is little doubt that Confucianism—especially the Neo-Confucianism 
of the Ch eng-Chu school—had the greatest influence upon him. Several 
aspects of his life and teachings indicate that this is the case. First, at the 
core of his teachings lay the traditional Neo-Confucian emphasis on the 
importance of knowing one s nature. Thus he writes in his Tohimondo: 

The highest aim of learning is to exhaust one’s heart and know one’s nature, 
nowing one s nature, one knows Heaven. Knowing Heaven, one knows the 
eart o onfucius and Mencius, which is identical with Heaven. Knowing 

u* l" ar ^ ? ^ on ^ uc i us an d Mencius, one knows the heart of the Sung literati, 
which is the same. (IBZ 1,71) 


oreover, as Baigan s illumination experience shows, to know one’s 
ure is to know the nature of all things and to attain an experience of 
unse conscious union with them. Although Baigan’s illumination in partic- 
ed h T Y en Cen * nter preted in a Buddhist light, as de Bary has indicat- 
fall • e & enera l thrust of his teaching and his illumination experience 
i within the mainstream of the Neo-Confucian tradition.* 

I • ^ a *£ an t ^ ie ethical implications of knowing one’s nature are 

• i ^ Ca ^ Confucian. In his first illumination experience, Baigan real- 
thinac°” 1?° ^ \ at .^ s nature was “the parent of Heaven and earth and all 
and Ut a S ° tHa f When that nature manifests itself in action, filial piety 
berwpp ence are the result. In the Tohimondo he makes the connection 
know* ^ K | 10win ^ one s na ture and Confucian ethics explicit: “When one 
lenrp r - if S natUre> one a ^ so knows that the five constant virtues [benevo- 
relarinnfh' e0] ^ ness ' ecorun T wisdom, and good faith} and the five human 
elder ond ^ etw ^ en ^ther and son, ruler and subject, husband and wife, 

1 sj Th- ^ Un f Cr br ° L ther ’ friend and friend} are endowed within it” (IBZ 
’ I . , C C met odol °gy that Baigan followed in realizing his nature 

at e ater taug t his students is the common Neo-Confucian one*. It 
invo ve primarily three activities: study, reflection, and the conscientious 

r ™ ° f ^ Hat ° nC had . learned to everyday life situations. 4 Finally, 
oth the texts that Baigan cites in his writings and those upon which he 
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lectured were predominantly Confucian. Baigan does in fact cite sutras and 
other Buddhist material, and he lectured upon the Tsurezuregusa, a work of 
Buddhist coloration. But it was the Analects , the Mencius , and the writings 
of the Sung Neo-Confucians that most often held his attention. 

Even given this close connection between Baigan and Neo-Confucianism, 
however, it would be wrong to view him as a self-conscious transmitter of 
that tradition. As Shibata Minoru has pointed out, Baigan was not related 
to any specific lineage of teachers nor did he belong to any currently pop¬ 
ular school (IBZ 1, 10). In the end, h is teachings can only be understood as 
the result of his personal reflections on his own experience. Although, on 
the one hand, this approach led to the appearance of inconsistencies, for 
which he was criticized by Confucian, Shinto, and Buddhist adherents alike; 
on the other, it enabled him to move freely among the religious traditions 
popular in his day, selecting from each that which his own experience had 
confirmed. In Baigan’s view, Confucianism; Shinto, and Buddhism—and 
indeed, even Taoism—were all “whetstones for polishing the mind” (IBZ 1, 
121) and he neither clung to one nor discarded any” (IBZ 1, 120). 

The interpretive key upon which Baigan relied as he moved from tradi¬ 
tion to tradition was the experience of self-transcendence he had undergone 
at the time of his illumination. Baigan later sought to indicate the nature 
of this state through such terms as “no selfish heart” ( shishin nashi) and “no 
self’ (muga), and it is clear that, for Baigan, selfish desire was the funda¬ 
mental problem all human beings had to conquer. He saw Shinto address¬ 
ing this issue through its stress upon the virtue of honesty, or shojiki, which 
he understood as reflective of a pure and unselfish heart (IBZ 1, 218). In 
Buddhism, as one might expect, it was its own teaching of no self or no 
mind to which he was drawn. Baigan granted, as did many of his contem¬ 
poraries, that Confucianism was better suited as a philosophy of govern¬ 
ment than Buddhism (IBZ 1, 56), but he also believed that there was no 
difference between the heart attained through the Buddhist Dharma and 
that attained through the Confucian way (IBZ 1, 120). Further, he held 
that all Buddhist sects taught the achievement of this same state of mind. 
He writes in his Tohimondo: 

In the Tendai sect, they speak of concentration and insight; in the Shingon 
sect, of the original unborn mind symbolized by the Sanskrit letter A; in the 
Zen sect, they speak of one’s original face; in the Nenbutsu sect, of the inter¬ 
penetration of self and Self (nyuga ga’nyup and the union of the believer s 
heart and Amitabha’s Dharma; and in the Nichiren sect, they speak of the 
Wondrous Dharma. Although the terminology thus differs, the goal 
achieved is the same. (IBZ 1, 116-17) 
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It was this teaching of knowing one’s nature and of unselfish living, upon 
which Baigan believed all traditions agreed, that he spread among the mer¬ 
chants. Since for him the difference among the four classes was not one of 
value but merely one of function, he encouraged merchants to regard their 
everyday activities as the place where they might come to know their 
natures and realize the way. Profit gained through the honest and frugal 
pursuit of these activities, he argued, was no different from the stipends 
received by the samurai, the model citizens of Tokugawa society (IBZ 1, 78). 

As regards the specifically Buddhist element in his teachings, while his 
attitude toward the religion was in most respects positive, Baigan could not 
fully embrace it on its own terms; rather he interpreted Buddhism in the 
light of his fundamentally Neo-Confucian vision and discarded those 
aspects that did not permit such an interpretation. Indicative of this is his 
view of the Buddhist precept of non-killing. Baigan personally could go to 
great extremes to avoid needlessly harming living things, but he rejected 
Buddhism’s prohibition of killing out of hand. “It is a principle of nature,” 
he states flatly, “that the noble eat the humble” (IBZ 1, 54). 


Buddhism and Later Shingaku 

Buddhism continued to occupy a prominent position in the teachings of 
later Shingaku masters. Indeed, at times it appears to displace Neo-Confu¬ 
cianism as the dominant element in the syncretist thought of Tejima Toan 
(1718-1786) and Toan’s disciple, Nakazawa Doni (1725—1803). The for¬ 
mer was Shingaku’s chief organizer; the latter, the movement’s most 
famous preacher. These were the men chiefly responsible for the organiza¬ 
tion of Shingaku into a recognizable movement and its dissemination to 
many areas of the country in the half century after Baigan’s death. 

Toan, the son of a wealthy Kyoto merchant family, joined Baigan’s group 
when he was eighteen and within three years had his hatsumei experience. 
As a result of the deaths of other early disciples, by 1760 he had emerged 
as Baigan s principal heir. In that year Toan completed the compilation of 
the Jiseki , and in the following year he commenced his activities as a 
full-time teacher. His most important contributions to the movement were 
(1) his founding of the first permanent lecture halls, including the three 
that became the main Shingaku schools: the Shusedsha, Jishusha, and 
Meirinsha; (2) his establishment of a system for the instruction of Shingaku 
followers and the certification of individuals who had achieved illumination; 
and (3) his systematization of some of Baigan’s teachings 6 and his compo¬ 
sition of numerous popular tracts for the education of women and children. 
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Doni was also a native of Kyoto and came from a family that for genera¬ 
tions had produced the famous Nishijin brocade. His family was affiliated 
with the Nichiren sect, and consequently he had an acquaintance with its 
teachings from his youth. In his early forties, he also had contact with the 
Rinzai Zen master Torei, a disciple of Hakuin. Doni entered Toan’s circle 
in his mid-forties and quickly became his leading student. When Doni was 
fifty-five, Toan sent him to Edo, the seat of the Tokugawa government, 
where he founded the Sanzensha, the school that became the center of the 
Shingaku movement in eastern Japan. In Edo, Doni spoke to day laborers 
and high-ranking samurai alike, winning a vast following and forging the 
close link between Shingaku and the government that lasted until the end 
of the Tokugawa period. 

Toan and Doni followed closely in Baigan’s footsteps and taught a syn¬ 
cretism of Confucianism, Shinto and Buddhism. Like Baigan, Toan stressed 
the importance of attaining a state of selflessness, which he characterized as 
a condition in which one “has no self-centered preoccupations” (shian nashi), 
and he often chose to explicate this state in Buddhist terms. In particular, 
he was attracted to Zen Buddhism as it was transmitted by two 
well-known Tokugawa masters, Suzuki Shosan (1579-1656) and Bankei 
Yotaku (1622—1693). 7 From the perspectives of biography and personality, 
Suzuki and Bankei were strikingly different individuals, but both men 
sought to simplify Zen and to make it more accessible, and it was to this 
simplified Zen that Toan was drawn. 

Suzuki was the more radical of the two Buddhist masters, even going as 
far as to discourage people from entering the clergy; he asked instead that 
they look upon their ordinary activities as their practice. Toan indicated his 
approval of Suzuki’s views by writing an introduction to one of his works, 
th e-Moanjo (A safe staff for the blind). 

Unlike Suzuki, Bankei never disavowed traditional Buddhist practice, 
although he was critical of aspects of Zen as it existed in his time. Still, in 
his own attempt to set forth Zen’s essence—maintaining above all that its 
goal was simply the realization of the unborn (fusho) Buddha-mind—-he 
made statements that could be understood to imply a position similar, if not 
identical, to Suzuki’s. Toan interpreted Bankei precisely in this manner. 
Thus, when he was asked by an observer, who had noticed the apparent 
similarities between Toan’s and Bankei’s teachings, about the relationship 
between the two, Toan replied that there was not the slightest difference. 8 
“It is just that since there are people who are not familiar with the word 
‘unborn,’ I tell them about having no self-centered preoccupations.” 9 More¬ 
over, Toan took Bankei’s occasional references to the term mejtoku —a key 
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concept in the Confucian classic, the Great Leanii?ig —as evidence that the 
Zen monk also taught a syncretism similar to his own. In fact, it is clear 
that Bankei believed Buddhism to be superior to Confucianism. 10 Be that 
as it may, from Toan’s time on, Bankei was held in high regard in the Shin- 
gaku movement. 

In Doni’s case, the influence of Zen, transmitted indirectly through Toan 
and directly through Torei, is still evident, but more striking in his presen¬ 
tation of Shingaku teachings is his use of the language of the Nichiren sect, 
with which his family was affiliated. Doni summarized the insight attained 
in an enlightenment experience he had while still with Torei in the words, 
“All under Heaven and within the four seas takes its refuge in the Won¬ 
drous Dharma.” The words “Wondrous Dharma” (myoho) form part of the 
full title of the Lotus Sutra {Myoho Rengekyo , Lotus sutra of the wondrous 
dharma), upon which the Nichiren sect is based. In Doni’s later ddwa> or 
talks on the way,” the phrase “wondrous Dharma” appears with regularity. 
Here one example will have to suffice: 

If one knows one’s heart, one knows one’s nature. If one knows one’s nature, 
one knows Heaven— All things have empty Heaven (kokuten) as their heart. 
The sparrow chirps and the crow caws. Since it is something marvelous 
beyond expectation, we call it both the wondrous Dharma and ultimate real¬ 
ity (jissd). n 

Further illustrations of the prominence of Buddhism in later Shingaku 
could be given: Fuse Shoo (1725-1784), for example, drew on a variety of 
Buddhist sectarian teachings, and Shibata Kyuo (1783-1839) gave “talks 
on the way that show traces of Pure Land, rather than Zen, influence. In 
all cases, however, their orientation toward the tradition did not differ fun¬ 
damentally from Baigan’s. Toan could, from his perspective, argue that his 
teachings were identical to those of Bankei, but when he went about set- 
ting up a curriculum for Shingaku schools, he limited the works upon 
w ich lectures could be given to the Four Books (the Analects , the Mencius , 
t e Great Learning , and the Mean), Reflections on Things at Hand (writings 
an sayings of Sung Neo-Confucians compiled by Chu Hsi and Lu Tsu- 
c ien), the Elementary Learning (a manual for the instruction of children 
compiled under Chu Hsi’s direction), and the writings of Baigan. Similarly, 
w ile Doni could borrow the vocabulary of Zen and Nichiren Buddhism, 
his teaching never went Beyond the limits of what might be termed 
Neo-Confucian ethical naturalism. “What is the Way?” he asks. “The spar¬ 
row chirps and the crow caws. The kite has its way and the dove, its way; 
the gentleman acts in conformity with his position and desires nothing 
beyond it [a quotation from the Mean]. To act in accordance with one’s 
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form (katachi) is called the way of harmony of Heaven and earth.” 12 Thus, 
although Shingaku could impart new meaning to the activities of the mer¬ 
chant class, for the rest, it simply affirmed the existing social and moral 
order. As Doni himself stated, “The way lies merely in conforming 
(junnd)." {J> 

In spite of the close resemblance of Shingaku to Buddhist teachings, what 
Shingaku lacked from a strictly Buddhist point of view was the radical crit¬ 
ical spirit embodied in the Mahayana Buddhist doctrine of emptiness and 
in its teaching regarding the nature of the mind. Kashiwabara Yusen has 
written of Fuse Shoo that “even if he taught no self, his message was the 
ethical one of abandoning selfish desires within the context of social life; in 
Buddhism, he sought spiritual sustenance for practical living that to the 
end had, as its immediate premise , the affirmation of the human being.” 14 This 
evaluation could be extended to include the entire Shingaku tradition. 
Although Mahayana Buddhism, too, had a message of ultimate affirmation 
of the human being, it held that such a stance could only be taken after an 
initial negation and transformation of ordinary human consciousness had 
been carried out. 

Thus, the Buddhism transmitted within Shingaku was not Buddhism in 
its most philosophically consistent form. Nevertheless, since an unalloyed 
transmission of its teachings was the exception rather than the rule wher¬ 
ever Buddhism spread, and since Tokugawa Buddhism itself often failed to 
exhibit the above-mentioned critical spirit, the significance of Shingaku’s 
role as a disseminator of the religion should by no means be underestimated. 
It could be argued that, because of the similarity of Shingaku and Buddhist 
teachings, Shingaku’s popularity created subtle barriers to a genuine 
encounter with the Buddhist tradition. Yet the popularity of the Shingaku 
interpretation of Buddhism, even among Japanese with no direct ties to the 
movement, cannot be denied. 


Notes 

1. IBZ = Shibata Minoru, ed., Ishida Baigan zenshu (Kyoto: Meirinsha, 1957). 
A complete translation of the Jiseki can be found in Robert Bellah, Tokugaiva Reli¬ 
gion: The Values of Pre-Industrial Japan (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957) 199—216. 

2. Another short work traditionally attributed to Baigan and couched almost 
entirely in Buddhist language is the Makumozo. Questions have been raised about 
its authenticity, however, and it has been excluded from consideration here. A copy 
of the text can be found in Shibata Minoru, ed., Sekimon Shingaku (Nihon Shiso 
Taikei, 42) (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1971). 

3. Wm. Theodore de Bary, Neo-Confucian Orthodoxy and the Learning of the 
Mind-and-Heart (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981) 207. 
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4. Although Bellah includes meditation among the essential practices in which 
Baigan engaged, it actually appears to have been of only secondary importance to 
him. See Shibata’s discussion of this point in Ishida Baigan (Jinbutsu Sosho) 
(Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1962) 71. The Neo-Confucian practice of “quiet 
sitting” (seiza), however, was systematically incorporated into Shingaku practice 
by later teachers. 

3. Although this concept is also associated with Shingon, here Baigan uses it in 
reference to Pure Land Buddhism; in meaning, it is virtually identical to the 
phrase following it. 

6. Most important in this regard is Toan’s consistent use of honshin , or true 
heart,” for Baigan’s sei, or nature; it was only after this change had been made that 
the movement was commonly referred to as Shingaku. 

7. On Suzuki, see Winston L. King, Death was his Koan: The Samurai-Zen of 
Suzuki Shosan (Berkeley, CA: Asian Humanities Press, 1986), and Royall Tyler, 
Selected Writings of Suzuki Shosan , Cornell University East Asian Papers, 13 (Ithaca: 
Cornell China-Japan Program, 1977). On Bankei, see Norman Waddell, The 
Unborn: The Life and Teaching of Zen Master Bankei (1622—1693) (San Francisco: 
North Point Press, 1984), and Peter Haskel, Bankei Zen: Translations From the 
Record of Bankei (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1984). 

8. Shibata, Sekimon Shingaku , 118. 

9. Shibata, Sekimon Shingaku, 119. 

10. See Kinami Takuichi’s article on Bankei and Toan, ‘‘Bankei rikai no ippoto: 
Toan no Shingaku kara,” Zen bunka 10-11 (April 1958) 75-86. 

11. Shibata, Sekimon Shingaku , 224. 

12. Shibata, Sekimon Shingaku, 210. 

13. Shibata, Sekimon Shingaku, 211. 

14. Tamamuro Taijo, ed., Nihon Bukkyd shi III: Kinsei kindai hen (Kyoto: 

Hozokan, 1967), 150 (emphasis added). 
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III. Jtun Sonja 

P AUL B W ATT 


I N THE TOKUGAWA period (1600-1868), Buddhism continued to exert 
widespread influence in Japanese society, but it also faced serious chal¬ 
lenges to its traditional position of strength. Within, the Buddhist 
establishment suffered from a divisive sectarianism and a decline in 
discipline among the clergy. From without, it was challenged by new devel¬ 
opments in the world of thought. Confucianism, a renewed interest in Shin¬ 
to and nativist learning, and a less influential although burgeoning strain 
of rationalist thought, all came to the fore in the Tokugawa period, and pro¬ 
ponents of these various points of view were often harshly critical of Bud¬ 
dhism. 

Jiun Sonja stands as one of the leading Buddhist reformers, scholars, and 
apologists of this period. Although attracted to Confucianism as a boy, he 
was converted to Buddhism in his teens and went on in his adult years to 
formulate a comprehensive response to the challenges that Buddhism faced 
in his day. Underlying his response was his commitment to reviving what he 
sometimes called “Buddhism as it was when the Buddha was alive” (Butsu 
Za * 5e no Bukkyd) or, more simply, the “True Dharma” (shobo), by which he 
meant the suprasectarian fundamentals of Buddhist thought and practice. 


Biography 

Jiun was born in 1718 in Osaka, one of the great commercial cities of Toku¬ 
gawa Japan. His father, Kozuki Yasunori (1665-1730), was a ronin or mas¬ 
ter ess samurai who had found employment at one of the many domain 
granaries located in the city. His mother, an adopted daughter of the official 
in c arge of the granary, was a devout Buddhist. Jiun was the last son and 
sevent of eight children born to the couple. Although Jiun’s father was 
sympathetic to both Buddhism and Shinto, he seems to have been most 
attracted to Confucianism. Jiun tells us that a follower of the Chu Hsi 
school of Confucianism lectured at their, home. As a boy, Jiun adopted the 
Confucian position as his own, and also embraced the traditional Confucian 
criticism of Buddhism as an antisocial religion that encouraged people to 
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withdraw from family and society; thus he “hated monks and the Buddhist 
Dharma” and regarded Sakyamuni as a “deceitful leader” (JSZ 11.479-80). 1 
Ironically, however, when Yasunori died in Jiun’s thirteenth year, his last 
wish was that his son enter the Buddhist clergy. Almost immediately Jiun’s 
mother entrusted the boy to the care of Ninko Teiki (1671-1750), a monk 
of the Shingon Vinaya sect (Shingon Risshu) who had periodically visited 
the Kozuki home in Osaka and who was the head of Horaku-ji, a temple 
located just east of the city. 2 

Jiun arrived at Horaku-ji in 1730, and Teiki began his training in 1731 
with rudimentary instruction in Sanskrit. Jiun’s conversion did not take 
place, however, until 1732 when, at Teiki’s direction, he undertook a series 
of four meditations (the shido kegyo) designed to prepare the practitioner for 
ordination as a Shingon monk. The first of these meditations had such a 
powerful effect upon him, he reports, that at its conclusion he found his 
entire body covered in sweat and he wept uncontrollably; thereafter, he 
threw himself into his Buddhist studies and practice and “day by day 
became increasingly aware of the Dharma’s profundity” (JSZ 11.481). 

In 1733 Teiki gave Jiun’s training a new direction. Concerned that he 
have a sound knowledge of Confucianism, Buddhism’s chief rival in the 
Tokugawa period, Teiki sent Jiun to Kyoto to study at the school ot the 
famous Confucian scholar, Ito Jinsai (1627-1705). A leader in the Ancient 
Learning (kogaktt) movement, Jinsai had been critical of the abstract philo¬ 
sophical tendencies of Neo-Confucianism and had urged a return to the 
original teachings of Confucius and Mencius. Jinsai had died by the time 
Jiun arrived, but the school was still flourishing under the leadership of his 
son, Togai (1670—1736). Jiun studied Confucian texts and Chinese prose 
and poetry there for three years. 

Jiun returned to Horaku-ji in 1736. In that year, he spent time at the 
Shingon Vinaya center Yachu-ji, there receiving the precepts for novices. In 
1738 he was again at Yachu-ji to receive the 250 rules that guide the life of 
the mature monk. When Jiun was twenty-two, Teiki ordained him as a 
full-fledged Shingon master (ajari), and shortly thereafter he made him 
abbot of Horaku-ji. During this period Jiun also studied Mahayana Bud¬ 
dhist thought generally and received instruction from Teiki in Ryobu, or 
Dual, Shinto, a form of Buddhist-Shinto syncretism transmitted within the 
Shingon sect. 

After his return from Kyoto, Jiun gave special attention to meditation. 
While abbot of H5raku-ji, he took up one of the most basic forms of Shin¬ 
gon meditation, the “meditation on the Sanskrit letter A ” (ajikan). Progress 
came slowly, however, and apparently dissatisfied for the moment with the 
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Shingon approach, Jiun turned over Horaku-ji to a fellow disciple and in 
1741 set off to practice Zen under the guidance of the Soto Zen master 
Hosen Daibai (1682—1757) in Shinshu. Jiun stayed with Daibai until 1743 
and seems to have benefited greatly from the experience; he later wrote 
that it was while he was in Shinshu that he “first felt right” (JSZ 14.750). 
Moreover, although Jiun remained a Shingon monk throughout his life, 
from this period on he held Zen in particularly high regard. Still, if at this 
time Jiun had reservations about the tradition in which he had been raised, 
he was also not entirely comfortable with Zen. He writes of a “divergence 
of opinion” between himself and Daibai (JSZ 14.750). The reason for the 
tension is not clear, but it may well have been a result of Daibai’s narrow 
dedication to Zen and Jiun’s growing awareness of the need for a more 
broadly defined revival of the essentials of Buddhist thought and practice, 
if the religion were successfully to meet the challenges confronting it. 

Jiun returned to Horaku-ji in 1743 in a state of uncertainty about the 
prospects for such a revival and seriously considering a retreat to a life of 
solitary contemplation. Waiting for him at the temple, however, were 
young disciples ofTeiki who pleaded convincingly with him to take action. 
Jiun was particularly moved by the appeal made by Gumoku Shinshu 
(1728-1751), who became his leading disciple at this time and who was a 
constant source of inspiration. From 1744 to 1758 Jiun and a small band 
of followers made their first concentrated efforts at a restoration of the True 
Dharma. They began at Choei-ji, a dilapidated temple just east of Osaka 
t at had been under Teiki’s supervision. There, in his Ko?ipon sosei (Basic reg- 
u ations for monks, 1749), Jiun expressed for the first time his view of what 
ite according to the True Dharma entailed (JSZ 6.70-75). These regula¬ 
tions, which set the tone for life at Choei-ji, mandated strict observance of 
t e vinaya, stressed the importance of meditation and study, and, affirming 
C ^ m ^°^ 0w crs of the Dharma and the vinaya were “brothers in this 
sc oo , prohibited any expression of sectarian prejudice. Much later in his 
career, Jiun received official recognition from the Tokugawa government for 
is 6 oritsu, or Vinaya of the True Dharma,” movement, but it is clear 
t at t e movement had its beginning in the 1740s at Choei-ji. 

n 1750 Jiun took over Keirin-ji, another temple located in the Osaka 
area, and it became the center of his activities for the next eight years. At 
Keirin-ji, he produced his first major piece of scholarship, the Hobuku ztigi 
(Explanation of monastic attire with illustrations) in 1751 (JSZ 1.87-324; 
abridged version 1.1—83). Jiun regarded the wide variation in styles of robes 
worn by the clergy as indicative of the fragmented character of the Japan¬ 
ese Buddhist community, and in this work he sought to reestablish the 
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correct standard in monastic apparel. He also lectured on numerous occa¬ 
sions in this period on such texts as the Vinaya in Four Parts, The Recorded 
Sayings of Lin-chi } The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch, and the Vimala - 
kirti Sutra (the lectures are not extant, but he refers to them in JSZ 17.26— 
27). The list reflects well the great value he attached to monastic discipline 
and Zen, as well as the suprasectarian quality of his movement. Further evi¬ 
dence of his special interest in the vinaya is the commentary he wrote in 
.1758 on I-ching’s (635-713) Nan-hai-cbi-kuei-nei-fa ch ! uan (Record of the 
inner law sent home from the southern sea), a report on Buddhist discipline 
as it was practiced in South Asia in I-ching’s day (JSZ 4.39—555). 

Jiun lost many of his closest supporters during the Keirin-ji years, includ¬ 
ing his teacher, Ninko Teiki, and his leading disciple, Gumoku Shinsho. 
Although talented people continued to enter the movement* by 1758 Jiun 
had resolved to move to a small hut on Mt. Ikoma, east of Osaka, for a period 
of reflection and study. The dwelling was called Two Dragon Hut 
(Soryuan), after the image it enshrined, a small statue of Sakyamuni seated 
in meditation with two dragons coiled around its base. Here Jiun devoted 
much of his time to meditation, and many of the portraits of Jiun still 
extant show him seated in meditation on a large rock at nearby Nagao 
Falls. 3 He also gave talks on the Dharma from time to time and wrote ser¬ 
mons at the request of individual followers (many of which can be found in 
JSZ 14.287-778). However, the most important development of these 
years was his Sanskrit studies. Convinced of the need to reach beyond Chi¬ 
nese Buddhist texts to the Sanskrit originals in his quest for the True Dhar¬ 
ma, and stimulated by the parallel example of scholars in the Ancient 
Learning school of Confucianism, who in their own reform movement 
emphasized the importance of a thorough knowledge of the earliest Confu- 
cian texts (JSZ 9b.3-4), Jiun spent long hours in the study of the language. 
He brought his work to a culmination in his Bongaku Shinryo (Guide to San 
skrit studies). A thousand-fascicle work that includes Sanskrit texts, gram¬ 
mars, dictionaries, and background information on Indian geography, his¬ 
tory and customs, it represents the high watermark of Japanese Sanskrit 
studies in the premodern period. 4 

Jiun’s lengthy stay at Two Dragon Hut came to an end in 1771. In that 
year, four lay followers in Kyoto purchased Amida-dera, a temple located in 
the city, and after repeated requests finally convinced him to take up resi¬ 
dence there. Although up to this point in his career Jiun had concentrated 
more on matters of concern to the clergy, during the short time he resided 
at Amida-dera, he became an apologist for Buddhism to Japanese society 
as a whole. 
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The major product of his efforts in this regard was a series of sermons 
given at Amida-dera between the eleventh month of An'ei 2 and the fourth 
month of An ei 3 (1774). They were recorded by his disciples and have been 
known to later generations as the Jiizen hogo or Sermons on the Ten Good 
Precepts. 5 Jiun gave these sermons at the request of certain women in the 
Imperial Family, most notably Kaimeimon'in (d. 1789), the surviving con¬ 
sort of the long deceased Emperor Sakuramachi, and Kyoraimon’in (d. 
1795), the.mother of the reigning emperor. Shaken by the death of a young 
prince and having heard of Jiun s presence in the capital, they turned to the 
now famous monk for an explanation. The result was one of the classics of 
Tokugawa Buddhism. Through a discussion of a widely accepted formula¬ 
tion of Buddhist morality and thought—the ten good precepts—Jiun pre¬ 
sented his understanding of the essentials of the religion and its relevance 
to humankind. In these sermons he also set forth his most complete 
response to Confucian critics and made an indirect reply to the rationalists. 
Jiun himself is reported to have said of the work, “Those who would know 
me and those who would criticize me, both must rely on the Sermons on the 
Ten Good Precepts (JSZ, introductory volume, 46). 

Jiun completed the editing of his sermons in 1775 and in 1776 he set off 
t e quiet mountain temple of Koki-ji, located in the district of Kawachi, 

east of Osaka. This temple became his home for the last twenty-eight 
years of his life. 

During this period, the Shoboritsu movement continued to grow. In 

yoto, for example, the first nunneries of the movement were founded by 

.yoramnon’in and Kaimeimon'in. The former established Chofuku-ji in 

flr J ’ u “ er ’, Mlzu y aku shi-ji in 1793. Jiun frequently traveled to these 

mn 0t C a Ce ™ p es In the Kyoto-Osaka area to speak or officiate at cere- 

isaw^V rmg thCSe yCarS the lord of nearb y Koriyama castle, Yanag- 

isawa Yasumitsu (1753-1817), became his lay disciple. 

Koki-ii , conce rn at this time, however, was the establishment of 

men n • TT grOUnd for monks of the Shoboritsu move- 

nip and | ln ^ C C atC an< J early 1780s work was done on the tem- 

j T , m CS W i e ' e o f t down regarding temple finances and monastic con- 
• ql- 6 / 1 - m ^okugawa government recognized Koki-ji as the 

ain o ontsu temple. In that year Jiun issued yet another set of regula¬ 
tions, known as the Kojtki kites (JSZ 6.83-90), a document that, in its 
emand for dedication to the True Dharma, obsefvance of the vinaya, and 
suprasectanan unity, echoes many of the themes first articulated in the Kon- 
pon soses o 7 9. T is and other products of these years, such as his short 
tisto to naru nucbiat (The way to be truly human, 1781; JSZ 13.21-46)_ 
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an abridgement of his Sermons on the Ten Good Precepts —testify to funda¬ 
mental continuities in Jiun’s thought. 

Yet in this last phase of his life, Jiun also widened the scope of his stud¬ 
ies. Both Shinto, Japan’s native religion, and Shingon Buddhism, the sect 
to which he belonged, increasingly came to occupy his attention. 6 His aim 
in taking up these topics was to show the relationship of each to the True 
Dharma he had spent a lifetime advocating. Moreover, in setting forth his 
own unique interpretation of Shinto, known as Unden Shinto, he was also 
responding to the revival of the religion then taking place. 

In the summer of 1804 Jiun became ill and moved from Koki-ji to 
Amida-dera in order to receive medical attention. In spite of his failing 
health, he gave periodic lectures at the temple on the Diamond Sutra until 
his death in the twelfth month of that year. 

Thought 

Throughout Jiun’s long career, reviving the True Dharma remained the 
consistent rationale behind all of his activities. Even his calligraphy, yet 
another aspect of his work for which he is still remembered, was undertaken 
with this purpose in mind. He usually defined this Dharma in general 
terms; at one point he describes it as “simply acting as the Buddha acted 
and thinking as he thought” (JSZ 14.331)- His frequent references in his 
sermons and writings to the “three branches of Buddhist learning (san- 
gaku) —i.e., morality, meditation, and wisdom—suggest that it, too, served 
as a handy guide. However, the most comprehensive statement of Jiun s 
thought in this regard is his Sermons on the Ten Good Precepts. A product ot 
his mid-fifties, the work brings together the fruit of decades of scholarly 
inquiry into the essentials of the Buddhist religion and of attempts to real¬ 
ize the ideal of the Buddha-like life in his own experience and in that of the 
communities he led. 

The focus of these sermons is, of course, the jtizen , or ten good precepts, 
a formulation of Buddhist ethics and thought that prohibits killing, steal¬ 
ing, adultery, lying, frivolous language, slander, equivocation, greed, anger, 
and wrong views. For Jiun, this simple code, which Buddhists had acknowl¬ 
edged in all periods of their history and wherever Buddhism spread, repre¬ 
sents the essence of the Buddhist path. All progress toward enlightenment 
depends upon its observance, and all more detailed-statements of Buddhist 
morality and thought can be subsumed within it. 

However, beyond encapsulating the heart of Buddhism, in Jiun’s mind the 
jtizen stand as a universal guide for humankind. They are in effect wherever 
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human beings exist, “whether or not a Buddha appears in the world” to 
identify and expound them (JSZ 1 1.25, 46, 55). They encompass “all coun¬ 
tries, the past as well as the present, the wise as well as the foolish, the 
clever as well as the slow, the noble as well as the humble, and men as well 
as women” (JSZ 11.56). And in long sections in his Sermons, Jiun points out 
the relevance of the juzen for all aspects of human existence, secular as well 
as sacred. Thus, on the one hand, they constitute a path that, if followed, 
results in stability in the family, success in business, and a well-governed 
state; on the other, they lead finally to the attainment of buddhahood, 
which Jiun characterized as the full realization of our true human nature. 

The universalistic ethical vision that Jiun offers in his Sermons is inextri¬ 
cably linked to the Mahayana Buddhist understanding of ultimate reality, 
an understanding most fully expressed in the concept of emptiness. As is 
well known, Buddhism generally holds that the common condition of the 
unenlightened person is one of suffering. That suffering is seen as arising 
from attachments to persons and things falsely believed to possess a “self,” 
or abiding, unchanging essence. Through the concept of emptiness, the 
ahayamsts sought to point, in a radical way, to the lack of such an abid¬ 
ing essence in all things, thus undercutting the structure of consciousness 
t at posits self and “other” as absolute categories and that inevitably 
ea s to attachments and suffering. Thus, from the perspective of the 
mptiness doctrine, reality is fundamentally dynamic, and all particulars in 
p enomenal order exist, not autonomously, but only in a vast net of 
ter ependencies. Indeed, as Jiun indicates, the experiential consequence 
o aving attained insight into emptiness is that one sees all sentient'beings 
^ AJ 1 h $ C ™^ ren anc * things as one’s very own body (JSZ 11.6, 9). 

R rMk° U ^ ^ Un P re ^ ers to use synonyms for emptiness—most commonly, 
A n ^ tUre (btissho), the dharmata , or true nature of the phenomenal 
. . ^ 0SS an< ^ Principle (ri) —the claims for the juzen that he makes in 

is Sermons stem directly from the conception of reality built upon the 
mptiness doctrine. In short, the ten good precepts represent the implica- 
ons t at t is view of reality has for human conduct. To live in complete 
ccor wit the juzen is nothing less than to live in accord with the dhar- 
etta, t e true nature of the phenomenal order. Thus, Jiun writes in chap- 
er one o is Sermons , Although I preach the ten good precepts, there is 
just t e one Buddha-nature, the one dharmata. Keeping your mind in har¬ 
mony wit the dharmata is called good; going against it is called evil” (JSZ 
M.15—16). 

Proper conduct, therefore, depends ultimately on the attainment of 
insight into the dharmata. In Jiun s view, this is the insight that the historical 
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Buddha achieved, and his conduct—passed on as a model for the clergy in 
the vinaya and in simpler codes like the juzen —flowed naturally from his 
wisdom. It was to this high ideal of the unity of wisdom and morality, tran¬ 
scending all sectarian boundaries, that Jiun summoned the Tokugawa Bud¬ 
dhist clergy. And should this ideal be too lofty for lay followers, to them he 
held out more immediate goals: the joys and benefits of a life lived in con¬ 
formity with the juzen to whatever degree their individual circumstances 
permitted, for to the extent they observed the ten good precepts they were 
also living in conformity with the dkawnata and would experience the 
rewards of that way of life. 

Jiun’s response to Confucianism was also presented from this perspective. 
Although his first concern in his Sermons was to provide guidance to the 
Buddhist community, by making clear the relevance of the juzen for life in 
the secular world, he was also demonstrating that Buddhism was not, as 
many Confucians had contended, a socially, harmful religion. But Jiun s 
response to Confucianism went further than this. On the one hand, Jiun 
attested to the merits of Confucian morality; to the degree that it approxi¬ 
mated the juzen —and he found abundant evidence to this effect in the Con¬ 
fucian classics—it also contributed to the growth of the individual and the 
well-being of society. Thus, Jiun could speak of filial piety as the founda¬ 
tion of all virtue and embrace the Confucian values of benevolence, right¬ 
eousness, decorum, wisdom, and good faith as part of the Buddhist Dhar- 
ma (JSZ 14.416, 489). On the other hand, however, he did not hesitate to 
point out what he considered to be the limitations of Confucianism, first, 
its failure to discern the true, empty nature of reality, and hence its inabil¬ 
ity to appreciate the way of life that stemmed from such a view, i.e., the way 
of life exemplified by the Buddha and followed by the clergy; and second, 
an elitism reflected in the predominant scholarly character of the Confucian 
tradition and in an overreliance on the intellect, which operates properly 
only within the conventional realm of subject and object. We may also note 
that Jiun made a similar charge of intellectualism against the rationalists, 
as he knew them in the figure of Tominaga Nakamoto (1715-1746). A 
brilliant student' not only of Buddhism but of Confucianism and Shinto as 
well, Nakamoto had argued that the truth claims of all three traditions 
were brought into question by the effects of cultural and historical condi¬ 
tioning. Jiun by no means rejected this position out of hand, since his own 
studies of Buddhism had made him painfully aware of the aberrations that 
had crept into the tradition. Indeed, given the critical character of his schol¬ 
arship, Jiun himself might be cited as another example of the rationalistic 
tendencies apparent in eighteenth-century Japanese thought. But his 
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conviction regarding the supreme value of Buddhism did not rest on intel¬ 
lectual considerations alone; rather, it was grounded ultimately in experi¬ 
ence attained through the practice of meditation. From Jiun’s perspective, 
the overemphasis on the role of the intellect that he saw in Confucianism 
and in the thought of Nakamoto constituted a crucial barrier to their full 
spiritual development. 

Although in his later years Jiun turned to the study of Shinto and Shin- 
gon Buddhism, there was no change in his commitment to the True Dhar- 
ma. Through his studies of the native religion, he sought to further demon¬ 
strate the universality of his vision. If leanings toward the True Dharma, 
understood in terms of th ejuzen, could be seen in Confucianism, they could 
a so be found in Shinto, and his examination of the earliest Japanese 
sources, particularly the Kojiki (Record of ancient matters) and Nihon shoki 
ronie cs of Japan), revealed a people naturally predisposed to the ethical 
e embraced. Moreover, finding at the base of that predisposition a 
^ ^ ° eart not evident in the Chinese materials, he argued, 

a sense of national pride shared by many writers and thinkers of his 
age, that the Japanese were even closer to that ideal. 
t i- • ^ingon studies, Jiun sought to emphasize the best of that sect’s 
cated 10n ^ JUdgCd fr0m the view Point of the True Dharma. While he advo- 
see r k UFn t<=> su P ra sectarian fundamentals of Buddhism, Jiun never 
a reform ^ Cn ^ s ^ one( ^ disappearance of Buddhist sects. Therefore, as 
Dharma” / 1S / aS k ecame to identify “that which is in accord with the True 
Shingon ”° f 6bd) within each sect CJSZ 14.38-39). As regards 

sis upon “tU StrCSSe Cwo P°i nts in particular: (1) its characteristic empha- 
idhutsu) \ a ^ a ^ nment: of enlightenment in this very body” (sokushin 
utZVo™ f i' Un . l ’ ,d immCdiaM implications, and (2, it, 

tures) msjnt ° me ltat i° n > which through the use of mudras (hand ges- 
obiect of m A' lncantat i° ns )> and mandalas (religious art that served as the 
Jividli™ pr0vid ' d a s '™cto ro for the transformation of the 

needs of all 8 s P eec h> and mind—that could be adapted to the 


Influence 

lm- 7 S S nifk k nCe ° fJ ‘ Un ’ S eff ° rt ' S CO revive the True Dharma was widely rec- 
ognized in his own day. Myodo Taiju, Jiun’s disciple and first biographer, 

ells us that during Juki's lifetime he had several hundred close disciples 
an t at over ten thousand people “inquired after the Way and received 
e precepts (JSZ, introductory volume, 46). In addition, information 
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available on Jiun’s followers indicates that they came from all segments of 
Japanese society and from a wide variety of Buddhist sects. The number of 
temples affiliated with the Shob5ritsu movement is not precisely known, 
but there seems to have been at least a few dozen. 

Jiun’s influence extended into the Meiji period (1868—1912) as well. In 
addition to problems of sectarianism, moral laxity within the clergy, and 
competition from rival worldviews, Buddhism in early Meiji Japan also 
faced efforts by both national and regional governments to weaken its posi¬ 
tion in Japanese society. An effort was made to elevate Shinto to the posi¬ 
tion of sole state religion as part of a program to mobilize the nation for 
modernization, and for a brief period in the early 1870s, Buddhism was 
actually persecuted, although this was not the official policy of the national 
government. As the Buddhist community worked to rebuild itself in the 
following decades, several Buddhist leaders turned to Jiun’s writings for 
guidance, attracted by his pan-Buddhist conception of the True Dharma 
and the emphasis he placed on both ethics and practice. Among those lead¬ 
ers were the Shingon monk Shaku Unsho (1827—1909), Fukuda Gyokai 
(1806—1888) of the Pure Land Sect, and the one-time Soto monk turned 
journalist, Ouchi Seiran (1845—19IS). 9 


Notes 


1. JSZ = Jiun Sonja zenshii. 

2. The Shingon Vinaya sect had its origins in the Kamakura period (1185— 
1333) and gained its identity from the special importance it attached to the vinaya 
or monastic discipline in addition to Shingon doctrine and practice. 

3. Miura Yasuhiro,y//<7; Sonja, 155. 

4. The work exists only in manuscript; tables of contents are given in JSZ 
9b.383—491. For a brief description of the work, sec Ono Genmyo, comp., Bussho 
kaisetsu daijiten (Tokyo: Daito Shuppansha, 1933—36). 

5. There are two versions of the Juzen hogo. The difference between them is the 
style of language used. One is recorded in a colloquial style reflecting Jiun s actual 
speech (JSZ 11.1-453); the other is written in a literary style (JSZ 12.1-471). 

6. Among Jiun’s most important works on Shinto are his Shinju gudan (JSZ 
10.1—190), Nihongi -shindai origamiki (JSZ 10.441—580), and Mudaisho (JSZ 
10.581-640); see also his Hito to naru michi daisanpen (JSZ 13-388-407). On Shin¬ 
gon, see his Ryobu mandara zuimonki (JSZ 8.68-342; abridged version 8.371-457), 
Kongo satta shugyd giki shiki (JSZ 8.1—53), and Rishtikyo kogi (JSZ 9b.247—382). 

7. On Jiun and Nakamoto, see Okamura Keishin, “Tominaga Nakamoto to Jiun 
Onko: Kinsei Mikkyo no ichidoko,” Mikkyogaku Mikkydshi ronbunshii, 1965, 141—60. 

8. Although these points are usually thought to date from an earlier period, see 
Jiun’s Shingonshu anjin (JSZ 14.328-30) for a convenient statement of them. 

9. On Jiun’s impact on Meiji-period Buddhism, see Ikeda Eishun, Meiji no shin 
Bukkyo undo (Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1916) 1-122, passim. 
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Kiyozawa Manshi s Spiritualism 

Gilbert Johnston and Wakimoto Tsuneya 


A mong Japanese Buddhists of the Meiji period, Kiyozawa Man- 
shi (1863—1903) is one ^ ew w ^ ose influence IS sci fl ^eing 

felt today. Known throughout his youth by his own family 
name of Tokunaga, he acquired the name Kiyozawa through 
adoption at the time of his marriage in 1888. To avoid confusion, e is com 
monly referred to by his given name, Manshi. Shortly before is untime y 
death from tuberculosis, Manshi had found his most prominent ro e a $ c 
guiding spirit of a movement called Seishinshugi (literally Spiritua ism, not 
of course in the parapsychological sense), which aimed to put into practice 
the Other-Power faith of Shinran, the thirteenth-century founder of Jodo 
Shinshu, and to renew this tradition by demonstrating its applica i lty to 
the modern situation. Manshi and his associates promoted the eis ins ugi 
through classes and regular Sunday lectures at the movement s c ^ lter 
Tokyo,- the Kokodo; and their magazine, Seishinkai (Spiritual World), car¬ 
ried the message and the energetic spirit of the movement to rea ers 
throughout Japan. 

Of the numerous articles Kiyozawa Manshi wrote to elucidate t e mean 
ing of Seishinshugi , none expresses his faith more clearly and succinct y t an 
“Waga Shinnen ’ (My Faith), written five days before his death. The follow¬ 
ing quotation illustrates the earnestness of his pursuit of faith. 

[My] study finally led me to the conclusion that human life is 
sible. It was this that gave rise to my belief in Tathagata (Buddha), ot t at 
one must necessarily undertake this kind of study in order to acquire ait 
One might ask if it wasn’t just an accident that I came to faith a ter engag 
ing in strenuous study, but I would say it was not an accident. It was essen 
tial that I should do it this way. My faith has within it a conviction t at a 
my self-power efforts are futile. But in order to be convinced of t is uti lty 
of self-power, it was necessary to exhaust all my intellectual resources an get 
to the point where they would not reassert themselves. This was a most 
strenuous business. Before I reached the end of it there were quite a few 
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times when I thought I had acquired a religious faith. Yet, time and again 
my conclusions were shattered. As long as one tries to build up a religion on 
the basis of logic and intellectual study, one cannot escape this difficulty. 
What is good? What is evil? What is truth? What is untruth? What is hap¬ 
piness? What is unhappiness? Every one of these questions is beyond our 
understanding. At the point when it came home to me that I didn’t know 
anything, I began to trust in the Tathagata for everything. And this is the 
essential point of my faith. (KMZ 6.229-30) 


This final stage of Manshi s career has to be understood against the back¬ 
ground of his earlier life. Manshi was born five years before the start of the 
Meiji Period, the eldest son of Tokunaga Eisoku, a lower-rank samurai in 
Nagoya. The fall of the Tokugawa shogunate deprived Manshi’s father of 
His livelihood and plunged the family into poverty. Fortunately, Manshi’s 
talents saved him from obscurity. In elementary school he was so good at 
mathematics that his teacher made him a tutor to some of the younger 
children. At the age of eleven he moved on to a language school where he 
acquired the knowledge of English that was to prove essential to his later 
stu ies. After a brief, abortive move toward a medical career, Manshi hap- 
pene upon an educational opportunity that was to determine his future 
irection. The Ikuei School had been founded by the Higashi Hongan-ji in 
yoto or the purpose of educating talented young men for the Jodo Shin- 
priest ood. Manshi entered this school in order to acquire an excellent 

1 b ai ^ e< ^ ucat * on at t ^ ie temple s expense, though he had not previous- 
y een interested in a priestly career. It was at the Ikuei School that he was 

into , X ^ 0se t0 Buddhism as a subject of serious study. He threw himself 
rhp nrU tU 1 C j S characteristic diligence, acquiring a reputation among 
In 18«i StU ^° r rec * tat i° n of sutras during his free time. 

«, r j .. i ’ a ^ C c ^hteen, he was selected by the Higashi Hongan-ji to 
and L ]c C ne ^ ^ est ablished University of Tokyo, where he stayed for six 
tinnal y ears ,.completing a four-year course in philosophy and an addi- 

f b ° a | ance d work in philosophy of religion. It was a time of 
n ° US ectua l simulation for him as he came to grips with the 

Ernest °n este ™ bought for the first time. Under the guidance of 
c • e ^° osa an others he gave particular attention to the writings of 

R jjl-’ ant | i . spencer, and Lotze. He made the discovery that 
sm cou e seen as a system of thought capable of taking its place 

among these Western systems. 5 F 

the summer of 1888 Manshi returned to Kyoto at the request of the 
t ^ m au j\ or ^ es to become the principal of a middle school operated by 
e igas i ongan-ji. He left behind him the stimulating intellectual 
environment and the relative freedom of Tokyo, as well as the promise of 
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worldly advancement, so strong was his sense of obligation and gratitude 
to the Higashi Hongan-ji. From this point his career as an educator, 
reformer, writer, and man of faith was confined to the world of the religious 
order. Yet he was always to carry with him the breadth of view he had 
attained during his university days in Tokyo. 

It was at this time that a marriage was arranged for Manshi with a 
daughter of Kiyozawa Gensho, head priest of the Saiho-ji near Nagoya. His 
adoption into the Kiyozawa family enabled him to succeed his father-in-law 
as head of the influential temple. He seems to have viewed family matters 
and temple business as a distraction from his real purpose, and devoted 
most of his time to religious and educational affairs unconnected with 
Saiho-ji. 

His first years in Kyoto following his university education were a time of 
dramatic change in Manshi’s lifestyle. At first, he cultivated and took pride 
in his image as a modern, up-to-date gentleman; but in the summer of 
1890, in a sudden about-face, he gave up the trappings of modern sophis¬ 
tication and devoted himself to a life of rigorous self-denial and austerity. 
The motto he adopted at this time, “Minimum Possible,” perfectly 
expressed his intent, which was to show by his own example that the reli¬ 
gious life depended upon inner faith and commitment, not on the externals 
of modern civilization. He hoped that through his own experiment he 
might help reverse a deteriorating trend in the lifestyle of Shinshu priests. 
The next change in his life came when a severe attack of pulmonary tuber¬ 
culosis in the winter of 1894 forced him to discontinue his work and spend 
a year in recuperation. Narrowly escaping death, he spent this year quietly 
in reading and writing. What he wrote at this time reveals the deepening 
influence of Shinran’s Other-Power faith on his mind. 

Before the onset of this illness he had already become involved in a move¬ 
ment for educational reform. Protesting the diversion of Higashi Hongan- 
ji’s resources to the reconstruction of temple buildings and the repayment 
of debts at the expense of the educational program, Manshi and his col¬ 
leagues succeeded in persuading the authorities to adopt a new education¬ 
al plan. Almost immediately, however, the new plan had to be scrapped, 
mainly because of adverse reaction on the part of students to new rules 
imposed upon them and lack of support by the chief administrative officer 
of the Higashi Hongan-ji. This setback revealed the essentially authoritar¬ 
ian character of the Higashi Hongan-ji organization. Manshi’s group 
embarked on the next step: a campaign for administrative reform. Under 
the name Shirakawa Party, they published a magazine called Kyokai jigen 
(Timely words for the religious world), which gave the reform movement 
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national exposure. The resulting 
resignation of the chief adminis¬ 
trative officer and the establish¬ 
ment of a relatively powerless 
representative assembly fell far 
short of the movement’s goals. 

Moreover, Manshi himself was 
expelled from the priesthood. He 
abandoned any further reforming 
efforts and devoted himself to 
reading and contemplation. 

Toward the end of 1898 r Man¬ 
shi entered the most productive 
stage of his career. His priestly 
status restored, he returned to 
Tokyo the following year to serve 
as tutor to the son of the head 
priest of Higashi Hongan-ji. 

Shortly afterwards he was 
appointed president of Shinshu 
College and was asked to super¬ 
vise the removal of the college to Tokyo. His home became a meeting place 
or students and colleagues, and the Seisbinshugi movement was born in the 
all of 1902. Failing health forced him to resign from Shinshu College 
e ore he could see the fulfillment of his educational plans. At the same 
time he suffered the loss of his eldest son and his wife. Returning in low 

spirits to his temple in Ohama, he spent the last months of his life there and 
died in June 1903. 

Those who knew Manshi personally testified in various ways to his 
impressive character. He seemed to have a natural gift for leadership. His 
CCn min and articulate command of ideas made him a stimulating con¬ 
versationalist. Argument, he confessed, was his first love. Apart from the 
exchange of ideas in reading, writing, and speaking, he had few other cul¬ 
tural or avocational interests. Like Epictetus, whose writings he read with 
deep appreciation, he made a sharp distinction between the internal and the 
external spheres of life. In his relations with other people and with the 
things of the world he was broad-minded and easygoing, while in matters 
that pertained to his inner self he was severe and rigorous in his 
self-imposed demands. His strong sense of responsibility made him more 
inclined toward self-criticism than criticism of others. As he matured in 
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faith, he developed the capacity to face with stoic equanimity the worst 
misfortunes—the threat of death, the loss of loved ones, physical pain, the 
frustration of his dedicated efforts, and strains in his domestic relationships. 
The direction of Kiyozawa Manshi’s religious thought is clearly shown in 
his Shtikyo tetsugaku gaikotsu (KMZ 2.1—44). He penned this work in 1893 
as a resume of his lectures on the philosophy of religion at Shinshu College and 
in 1894 supervised the English translation (2.45-100). The titles of its six 
chapters suggest the nature and scope of his concerns: (1) Religion, (2) Fin¬ 
ite and Infinite, (3) The Soul, (4) Becoming, (5) Good and Bad, and (6) Peace 
of Mind and Culture [cultivation] of Virtue. The first four chapters expound 
his basic cqnceptions and the last two deal with their application to ethics 
and personal religious practice. The structure of the work is based on the 
terms finite and infinite. Manshi explains that it is the nature of all things 
in the universe to be finite or limited; but the universe itself, since it is the 
whole and is unlimited by anything outside itself, is infinite. The relation 
between the two terms is a dynamic one: the infinite is to be seen in con¬ 
trast to the finite, and yet, at the same time, in complete identity with it. 
This principle of identity in contradiction enables one to look upon the 
infinite as both 'other" and "the same” in relation to the self or any finite 
thing. The infinite thus conceived becomes the divine reality of religion, 
and religion is defined as “the Unity of a Finite with the Infinite” (KMZ 
2.53). 

In agreement with much of the German metaphysical thought he had 
studied, Manshi conceived of the universe as a great organic whole. His 
characteristic term for this totality was banbutsu ittai (the oneness of all 
things). Essential to this conception was the notion of mutual interdepend¬ 
ence, similar to the teaching of the Kegon school of Buddhism. The organ¬ 
ic totality of the universe is in a constant state of evolution and dissolution. 
The two processes together constitute what he calls "becoming.” Manshi 
interprets the Buddhist notion of flux as a twofold process of evolution of 
the finite toward the infinite and dissolution of the infinite toward the finite 
(KMZ 2.70). Change occurs in a way analogous to the Hegelian dialectic, 
except that Manshi substitutes for the terms thesis, antithesis, and synthe¬ 
sis the terms cause, condition, and effect (77-78). Following Spinoza, he 
claims that for change to occur from one state to another there must be "an 
identity of substance persisting through the two states” (70). In this way he 
comes to regard the human soul as an identical substance that persists 
through changing mental states, and as the synthetic function of appercep¬ 
tion in consciousness. Not only the soul, but all things in the universe, 
have the capacity to develop into the infinite, in accord with the Buddhist 
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maxim: “Herbs, trees, and even lands can attain the Buddhahood” (64). 
“The real nature of the finite,” he says, “is also originally the Infinite” (81). 
The human soul, because of its ability to perceive the relationship between 
finite and infinite, is in a uniquely favorable condition to realize the infinite. 
The typical progress of an individual in acquiring religious faith starts from 
the perception of the distinction between the finite md the infinite, then 
goes on to the discovery that finite and infinite cannot be separated. Final¬ 
ly, one comes to the point where the two terms are seen as identical. 

The final chapter of the Gaikotsu shows the relation of the foregoing ideas 
to the Shinshu form of faith, called an jin (peaceful mind or mind at rest). 
When one realizes a knowledge of the infinite the mind is set at rest and 
can go about the business of cultivating virtue without undue exertion. Fol¬ 
lowers of the “self-power gate,” on the other hand, feel that they must exert 
themselves more strenuously because they have not yet realized the actual¬ 
ity of the infinite and feel that they must engage in arduous labors in order 
to achieve an infinite goal. Anjin and the active cultivation of moral good¬ 
ness should go hand in hand like “the head and heart of a single body” 
(KMZ 2.93). 

The Gaikotsu was only a “skeleton” of rational notions; it needed to be 
tested in actual experience before it could become a living body of religious 
faith. Such a time of testing came to Manshi in the form of the near-fatal 
illness that overtook him in 1894. He began to face the stark reality of 
death. The Tokunaga who existed up until now has died; from now on this 
corpse will be entrusted to my friends to do with it as they please” (KMZ 
From this point on he began to develop a deeper understanding of 

inran s Other-Power faith, especially through his reading of the Tannisho 
and the writings of Rennyo. Still, there remained a strong tendency to try 
to attain anjin through his own effort rather than, in accord with the logic 
of the Gaikotsu , to simply accept it as something freely given. 

During a second period of recuperation, Manshi devoted himself to read¬ 
ing the Agamas of the Hinayana tradition, which at that time were little 
read by Buddhists in Japan, and also the works of Epictetus. Particularly in 
regard to the problem of death, these works helped him to find the peace 
of mind that had eluded him until then. After reading Epictetus, he wrote 
in his journal: 


To put it plainly, we are helpless in the face of death. We cannot prevent it. 
We must die! And yet, though we die, we do not perish. Life alone is not the 
whole of ourselves; death is also part of us.... We are not to be controlled by 
life and death. We are spiritual beings, apart from life and death. (KMZ 
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Again, reflecting on his reading of Epictetus, he wrote: 

Our coming into life and our going out of life at death are not things that 
we can control by our own will or desire. It is iot just that we cannot make 
things Before birth and after death conform to our will; even right now the 
appearance or disappearance of a single thought in our minds is beyond our 
control. We are absolutely in the hands of the Other-Power. (417) 

Once more, in 1902, reworking some ideas from his journal for publica¬ 
tion in the Seishinkai , he wrote: 

The self is nothing but this: something that happens to be here in these pres¬ 
ent circumstances, upheld, according to the law that determines its destiny, 
by the wonderful efficacy of zettai niugen (Absolute Infinity). 

It is simply upheld by the zettai . Therefore, matters related to life and 
death are not worth grieving about; even life and death themselves should 
not cause us grief. Why, then, should we be worried about lesser things? 
Banishment and imprisonment are things that we can accept and endure 
with ease. And as for slander, ostracism, and insults, why should we be con¬ 
cerned? Let us rather be happy with just what the zettai mugen provides us. 
(KMZ 7.380 and 6.49) 

Kiyozawa’s spiritual quest can be seen as illustrating a particularly press¬ 
ing problem for Shinshu Buddhists in the modern period. In the Meiji peri¬ 
od, when educational attainments had come to be held in high esteem even 
by the Shinshu denominations, there was undoubtedly a common difficulty 
on the part of many educated young priests in reconciling the traditional 
Shinshu views of faith with the standards of intellectual activity they were 
taught to follow in the secular world. The problem was to find a way of 
understanding the Shinshu Other-Power faith as a suitable religious expres¬ 
sion for persons who could not pretend to be ignorant of secular learning or 
devoid of personal talents and resources. Or, to put it differently, the prob¬ 
lem was to reconcile the modern view of self—a self that was at least partly 
emancipated from the group structures and values of traditional society and 
at least somewhat aware of its individual capacities and options with a 
faith that placed a high value on self-negation. Kiyozawa Manshi never 
fully resolved this conflict but rather held the two sides together in tension 
by the force of his personality, stressing absolute Other-Power faith at one 
time and rational self-assertion at another. It was difficult for others who 
had not shared his distinctive experience to attain to this view of the Shin¬ 
shu faith. And yet those who followed the course of Manshi s spiritual 
development most closely were left in awe at the triumphant spirit of this 
dedicated man of faith. 
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Philosophy as Spirituality 


The Way of the Kyoto School 

James W H e i s i g 


I N THE EIRST OE A series of talks delivered on Basel radio in 1949, Karl 
Jaspers described philosophy as the concentrated effort to ecome 
oneself by participating in reality;* 1 For the historian of the Western 
intellectual tradition, the description may seem to exaggerate t e 
importance of only one ingredient in the practice of philosop iy, ut it 
applies well to the group of Japanese thinkers known as the Kyoto sc oo . 
Their pursuit of philosophical questions was never detached from t e cu ti 
vation of human consciousness as participation in the real. Drawing on 
Western philosophy ancient and modern as well as on their ov\ n Bu 11 st 
heritage, and combining the demands of critical thought with the quest or 
religious wisdom, they have enriched world intellectual history wit a res 
Japanese perspective and opened anew the question of the spiritua i men 
sion of philosophy. In this article I would like to focus on this re igious 
significance of their achievement. 

It might be thought that the philosophy of the Kyoto school is inaccessi 
ble to those not versed in the language, religion, and culture of Japan. Rea 
in translation, there is a certain strangeness to the vocabulary, and many o 
the sources these thinkers take for granted will be unfamiliar. They pre 
suppose the education and reading habits of their Japanese audience, so 
that many subtleties of style and allusion, much of what is going on 
between the lines and beneath the surface of their texts, will inevitab y e 
lost on other audiences. Still, it was not their aim to produce a merely Bu 
dhist, much less Japanese, body of thought, but rather to address funda 
mental, universal issues in what they saw as the universally accessible lan¬ 
guage of philosophy. That is why their work has proved intelligible and 
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accessible far beyond Japan, and why it is prized today by many Western 
readers as an enhancement of the spiritual dimension of our common 
•humanity. 

Opinions differ on how to define the membership of the Kyoto school, 
but there is no disagreement that its main pillars are Nishida Kitaro 
( 1870 -1945) and his disciples, Tanabe Hajime (1885-1962) and Nishitani 
Keiji (1900—1990), all of whom held chairs at Kyoto University. Similari¬ 
ties in interest and method, as well as significant differences among the 
three, are best understood by giving each a brief but separate treatment. 


Nishida Kitaro: The Quest of the Locus of Absolute Nothingness 


For Nishida the goal of the philosophical enterprise was self-awakening: to 
t e phenomena of life clearly through recovering the original purity of 
experience to articulate rationally what has been seen, and to reappraise 
i eas t at govern human history and society with reason thus enlight- 

^ r ^ nce realit y ls constantly changing, and since we are part 
t at c ange, unde)standing must be a “direct experiencing from within” 
« lCU a * l °n °f what has been so understood must be an internalized, 
°P nate expression. Accordingly, Nishida’s arguments are often post 
murk k StI *n Ct j ( j? S a P at ^ of thinking he had traversed intuitively, led as 
absorbin ^ ^ ^ SCnSe rea ^ c y as by the Western philosophies he was 

A o • 


a flv npfl r k- t0 aV T e een struc ^ one da y while on a walk by the buzzing of 
confirmed ^ ^ ou £hts, he only “noticed” it later, but this 

and are krp lm * , C ord i nar iness of the experience where things happen 
brines the r n0tlCed accordi ng to biased habits of thought. “I heard a fly” 

between an Xand "X’-X 10 ^ prOCess distorts >nto a relationship 
saw actualiri^ a y * event is pure actuality. Somehow, he 

atel’y distract COnStIt . Ute SUbjeCtS ° b i ects > but then mind is immedi ' 

purity of the n * ° ^ S * S and i ud £ men t, never to find its way back to the 

ter mind from t-k ex P er * ence - To recover that purity would be to unfet- 

nicating the experience?'^ COnst [ aints of bein S reasonable or of commu- 

that mind leans f r 1 °' ° Se wbo d ‘ d not sbare it. This does not mean 

PlyXt W Z r. e S c nSeS t0 SOme privile S ed -errant state, but sim- 

what can onlv h ^ .!™, ltS ,° ltS Unbound, bodily existence, mind reaches 
what can only be called a kind of boundlessness. 

da’s starri experience prior to the subject-object distinction was Nishi- 

a clea r ? COurses throu S h the pages of his collected works like 

stream. In the opening pages of his maiden work, A Study of the Good, 
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Nishida calls it “pure experience,” borrowing a term from the American 
philosopher William James. His attraction to the idea, however, stems less 
from James, or indeed from any Western thinker, than from his own Sino- 
Japanese tradition. We read, for instance, in the eleventh-century Buddhist 
Record of the Transmission of the Lamp that “the mental state having achieved 
true enlightenment is like that before enlightenment began”; or again, the 
great Noh dramatist Zeami (1363-1443) comments on how the Book of 
Changes deliberately omits the element for “mind” in the Chinese glyph for 
“sensation” to indicate a precognitive awareness. 4 Such was the tradition 
out of which Nishida stepped into his study of philosophy and forged what 
he was later to call his “logic of locus.” 5 


The Logic of Locus 

In its forward, rational construction, the process of restoring experience to 
its purity—the aim of the logic of locus—may be described graphically as 
a series of concentric circles. 6 The smallest circle, where the center is most 
in control of the periphery, is that of a judgment where something is pred¬ 
icated of a particular subject. (Japanese does not suffer the ambiguity of the 
term “subject” here as Germanic and Latin languages do, where the gram¬ 
matical subject is easily confused with the subject who makes the judg¬ 
ment.) Thus “The rose is red” is like a small galaxy with the rose at the cen¬ 
ter and redness revolving about it like a planet. Nishida interpreted Aris¬ 
totle’s logic of predication as focused on the subject, which provides a sta¬ 
ble center of gravity for its attributes and the comprehension of which 
grows as more and more attributes are given orbit about it. Nishida sought 
for his own logic the same solid foundation that Aristotle's “subject that 
could not become a predicate,” provided, but without the metaphysical 
nuisance of “substance.” To do so, he reversed the emphasis by following 
the predicates. In other words, he shifted his attention away from expand¬ 
ing description or analysis of the object to releasing predication from the 
subject-object framework in order to see where the process itself takes 
place.” 

As reported by his students, he would then draw a second circle on the 
blackboard surrounding the first, opening the field for other predicating 
judgments. The galaxy of particular judgments is now seen to rest in a larger 
universe where the original, grammatical subject has forfeited its position 
of centrality to the thinking subject who makes the judgment in the first 
place. This is the locus of reflective consciousness. It is not the world; nor is 
it even experience of the world. It is the consciousness where judgments 
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about the world are located—indeed where all attempts to know and con¬ 
trol reality by locating it within the limits of the thinking processes of 
human beings find their homeground. 

The predicate “red” is no longer bound to some particular object, and 
particular objects are no longer limited by their satellite attributes or the 
language that encases them. Everything is seen as relative to the process of 
constructing the world in mind. The move to this wider circle shows judg¬ 
ment to be a finite act within a larger universe of thinking. 

This gives rise to the next question: And just where is this consciousness 
itself located? If mind is a field of circumstances that yield judgments, what 
are the circumstances that define mind? To locate them deeper within the 
mind would be like Baron Munchausen pulling himself out of the swamp 
by his own pigtail. Recourse to the idea of a higher subject for which ordi¬ 
nary consciousness is an object is a surrender to infinite regress. Still, if the 
notions of subject and object only set the boundaries for conscious judg¬ 
ment, this does not preclude the possibility of a still higher level of aware¬ 
ness that will envelop the realm of subjects and objects. 

To show this, Nishida drew another circle about the first two, a broad one 
with broken lines to indicate a location unbounded and infinitely expand¬ 
able (though not, of necessity, infinitely expanded), a place he called “noth¬ 
ingness. This was his absolute, deliberately so named to replace the 
a solute of being in much Western philosophy. Being, for Nishida, cannot 
e a solute because it can never be absolved from the relationships that 
ne it. The true absolution had to be—as the Japanese glyphs zettai indi¬ 
te cut off from any and every “other.” Absoluteness precludes all 

subject and object, all bifurcation of one thing from another, 
all individuation of one mind or another. 

is defined by its unboundedness, this place of absolute nothingness 
f lAlf ° CUS r ° 1 sa * vat i° n > °f deliverance from time and being. It is the 
ment o t e philosophical-religious quest where the action of intuition 
sciousness take place without an acting subject and in the immedi- 
^ c mornent > where the self working on the world yields to a pure 

, 4 ^- ° aS lt lS ' * C iS moment of enlightenment that is right at 

an in t e ere an -now, all-at-once-ness of experience. The final circle is 
t us on e w ose circumference is nowhere and whose center can be any- 

W L CrC ; C lma &^ was ta ken from Cusanus, but the insight behind it was 
there in Nishida from the start. 

In fact, over the years Nishida employed a number of idioms to express 
sel f- awa ren ess at the locus of absolute nothingness, among them: “appro- 
priation, acting intuition, seeing without a seer,” and “knowing a thing 
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by becoming that thing.” In his early writings he is somewhat inhibited by 
Neo-Kantian epistemological conundrums, but he advances steadily to an 
integrated view ol how consciousness takes shape, with a Hegelian empha¬ 
sis on its embeddedness in the historical praxis of a bodily agent. He comes 
to see knowing not as the activity of a self-empowered subject but as “act¬ 
ing intuition” in which the very idea of the subject grasping objects has 
been superseded. This intuition is no longer a spying on reality as the ulti¬ 
mate “other,” but a participation in the self-actualization of reality itself. In 
other words, awareness of the unbounded, absolute character of nothing¬ 
ness which arises out of reflection on immediate experience is not meant to 
detach the subject from the real world but to insinuate its presence still 
deeper there. “True reality,” he writes, “is not the object of dispassionate 
knowing— Without our feelings and will, the actual world ceases to be a 
concrete fact and becomes mere abstract concept.” 7 

This idea of participating in reality by overcoming the subject-object 
dichotomy was given logical form by Nishida in a deliberately ambivalent 
formula that can be read “an absolute self-identity of contradictories or a 
self-identity of absolute contradictories.” The Japanese apposition allows for 
both and he made free use of the double-entendre , depending on whether he 
wished to stress the radical nature of the identity achieved or the radical 
opposition of the elements that go into the identity. A further ambiguity in 
the formula, less transparent in the texts, is the qualification of the identi¬ 
ty as a j^-identity. For one thing, the identity is automatic. It is not induced 
from without, nor is it forced on a stubborn, resistant reality. It takes place 
when the limitations of the narrow circles of subject-predicate and subject- 
object are overcome. Here “identity” refers to the way reality is, minus the 
interference of reflective mind, and the way the mind is when lit up by real¬ 
ity. At the same time, the true identity of reality is not independent of that 
of the true, awakened self. It is not that the self is constructed one way and 
the world another; or that the deepest truth of the self is revealed by 
detaching itself from the world. The apparently absolute opposition 
between the two is only overcome when the individual is aware that “every 
act of consciousness is a center radiating in infinity ” 8 —that is, out into the 
circumferenceless circle of nothingness. 

In all these reflections Nishida is pursuing a religious quest, a summation 
of which he attempted in a rambling final essay, “The Logic of Locus and a 
Religious Worldview.” We see Nishida, on the one hand, at pains to clarify 
the roots of his logic of locus in Buddhist thought; on the other, to clarify 
his understanding of religion as not bound to any particular historical tra¬ 
dition. Religion is not ritual or institution, or even morality. It is “an event 
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of the soul” which the discipline of philosophy can enhance, even as religion 
helps philosophy find its proper place in history. This “place” is none other 
than the immediacy of the moment in which consciousness sees itself as a 
gesture of nothingness within the world of being. For consciousness does 
not see reality from without, but is an act of reality from within and there¬ 
fore part of it. This is the fountainhead of all personal goodness, all just soci¬ 
eties, all true art and philosophy and religion for Nishida. 


Absolute Nothingness 

Nishida s idea of absolute nothingness, which was later to be taken up and 
developed by Tanabe and Nishitani each in his own way, is not a mere gloss 
on his logic of locus. His descriptions of historical praxis as “embodying 
absolute nothingness in time,” 9 and religious intuition as “penetrating into 
the consciousness of absolute nothingness” 10 are intended to preserve the 
experiential side of the logic and at the same time to assert a distinctive 
metaphysical position. But at a more basic level, the idea of nothingness 
itself is the stumbling block for philosophies which consider being as the 
most all-encompassing qualification of the real, and which see nothingness 
aS C ^ c * ass of everything excluded from reality. 

n is search for the ultimate locus of self-awakening—the point at which 
a lty recognizes itself, through the enlightened consciousness of the 
man individual, as relative and finite—Nishida could not accept the idea 
su P re me being of ultimate power and knowledge beside which all else 
unb n ° , m ? re . C ^ an a P a ^ e analogy. He conceived of his absolute as an 
k e - n ° Ur L,/“ circumstance rather than as an enhanced form of ordinary 
had b C ^° CUS . being in reality could not itself be another being; it 
was b° C SOmet ^ n £ that encompassed being and made it relative. Being 
with one S a ^ 0rm c °dependency, a dialectic of identities at odds 

other ^ ^ e ^ nin & one another by each setting itself up as non- 

Only a p S t C t L° ta ^ t ^ suc h things, being could not be an absolute, 

of f u _ ?j t . t e ^-embracing infinity of a nothingness could the totality 
of Che world which beings m0 ve exist at all. 

p-jon ; n ^^ s ^ lc ^ a ^cognized that “God is fundamental to reli- 

rehVin 0rm ‘ ^is left him with two options: either to redefine what 
r i ’ ! particularly Christianity, calls God as absolute nothingness; or 

. I ° W e a ^ so ^ ute being is relative to something more truly 

, 1S 1 a ° Un ^ a c bird way: he took both options. Nishida’s God 
a so ute eing -in- absolute nothingness.” The copulative in here 
meant to signal a relationship of affirmation-in-negation (the so-called 
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logic of soku-hi which Nishida seems to owe more to D. T. Suzuki than to 
the Buddhist sources on which Suzuki drew). The two terms are bound to 
one another by definition. In the same way that there cannot be a creator 
without creatures, or sentient beings without a Buddha, Nishida writes, 
there cannot be an absolute being without an absolute nothingness. On the 
one hand, he insists that the absolute is “truly absolute by being opposed 
to absolutely nothing.” On the other, “the absolute is not merely non- 
relative_It must relate to itself as a form of self-contradiction. 12 

Even his clearest remarks in this regard are something of a logical tangle 
and continue to perplex his commentators. 13 Insofar as I have been able to 
understand the texts, Nishida’s reluctance to absorb God without remain¬ 
der into absolute nothingness seems to stem from his need to preserve the 
element of pure experience in awakened selfhood. Metaphysically, he 
refused to pronounce on God’s nature or existence. But “dropping off body 
and mind to be united with the consciousness of absolute nothingness 14 is 
also a religious act, and one that transforms perception to “see eternity in 
the things of everyday life.” As such, it is an engagement of one’s truest, 
deepest self with a radical, absolute otherness. Nishida recognized this basic 
“spiritual fact” to be the cornerstone of religion, articulated in God-talk or 
Amida-talk as nowhere else in philosophical history. In other words, if the 
absolute in itself is “absolved’’ of all dependence on the relative, there is yet 
a sense in which the absolute for us must be nearer to our true selves than 
anything else can be. The very nature of absolute nothingness was bound to 
this contradiction: “In every religion, in some sense, God is love. 15 It is also 
the point at which logic must finally yield to experience, and hence where 
Nishida’s perplexing prose can best be read as a philosopher’s bow to religion. 

Clearly Nishida’s notion of absolute nothingness is different from the 
“beyond being” ( eji'e/cEiva njs ovoia ?) of classical negative theology. If any¬ 
thing, his idea of locating nothingness absolutely out of this world of being 
may be seen as a metaphysical equivalent of locating the gods in the heav¬ 
ens. His point was not to argue for an uncompromising transcendence of 
ultimate reality, but to establish a ground for human efforts at self-control, 
moral law, and social communion that will not cave in when the earth 
shakes with great change or life is visited by great tragedy. True, the per¬ 
sonal dimension of the divine-human encounter (and its reflection in Chris- 
tological imagery) is largely passed over in favor of an abstract notion of 
divinity not so very different from the God of the philosophers that Pascal 
rejected. In general, Nishida alludes to God as an idiom for life and cre¬ 
ativity minus the connotations of providence and subjectivity. But for one 
so steeped in the Zen Buddhist perspective as Nishida to have given God 
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such a prominent place in his thought proved to be a decisive ingredient in 
opening Kyoto-school philosophy to the world. 

On the whole, Nishida’s “orientalism” is restrained to an ancillary role in 
his philosophy. Zealous disciples, less secure in their philosophical vocation 
and lacking Nishida s religious motivation, have been preoccupied with 
finding in him a logic of the East distinct from that of the West. Nishida 
himself did not go so far. Rarely, if ever, does he set himself or his ideas up 
as alternative or even corrective to “Western philosophy” as a whole. He 
was making a contribution to world philosophy and was happy to find affil¬ 
iates and sympathetic ideas, hidden or overt, in philosophy as he knew it.' 

That said, his attempts to return the true self awakened to absolute noth¬ 
ingness to the world of historical praxis rarely touch down on solid ground. 
Even the most obvious progression from family to tribe to nation to world 
is given little attention. In principle he would hardly have rejected such an 
expansion of the self (though it must be said that during the war years, he 
came dangerously close to describing Japanese culture as a kind of self- 
enc osed world with the emperor as the seal of its internal identity). But this 
was not his primary focus, and in fact he never found a way to apply his 
search for the ultimate locus of the self to the pressing moral demands of 
The bulk of his reflections on the historical world concerns general, 
uctures of human acting and knowing in time rather than the relation of 
p cu ar nations and cultures to universal world order. The attainment of 
true self ultimately lies beyond history; it happens in the “eternal now.” 

■ [ C most ^ mrne diate existential fact of the I-Thou relationship is 

„ . , Ce . virtuall y w khout ethical content into the abstract logic of the 

entity of opposites in which the I discovers the Thou at the bottom 
own interiority. These questions provided the starting point for the 
contributions of Nishitani and Tanabe. 


Tanabe Hajime: Locating Absolute Nothingness in Historical Praxis 

any of the young intelligentsia of his generation, Tanabe was attract- 

C Trr ^ an< ^ ori S inalit y of Nishida’s thinking. But his was a tem- 
perament 1 erent from Nishida's. His writings show a more topical flow 
o ideas and a passion for consistency that contrasts sharply with Nishida’s 
tive eaps o imagination. If Nishida’s prose is a seedbed of suggestive¬ 
ness w lere one needs to read a great deal and occasionally wander off 
etween t e ines to see where things are going, Tanabe’s is more like a 
mathematical calculus where the surface is complex but transparent. Nishi- 
a s wor , it has been said, is like a single essay, interrupted as often by the 
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convention of publishing limits or deadlines as by the end of a thesis. One 
problem flows into the next, not in the interests of a unified system of 
thought but in pursuit of clarity about the matter at hand. Tanabe—and 
for that matter, Nishitani also—were more thematic and produced essays 
that can stand on their own and be understood as such. 

When Meiji Japan opened its doors to the world in the mid-nineteenth 
century after two hundred years of cloister, it immediately-inherited intel¬ 
lectual fashions that had been nurtured during the European enlighten¬ 
ment and the explosion of modern science. Not having been part of the 
process, Japan was ill-prepared to appropriate its results critically. That the 
road should have been a bumpy one, very different both from the West and 
from its Asian neighbors, is understandable. As Japan was going through 
its restoration to the community of nations, the countries of Europe were 
struggling with the idea of national identity. National flags, songs, and 
other more ritual elements aside, we find for the first time a widespread 
concern with distinctive national literatures and philosophies, along with 
national psychologies. The human sciences, all in their infancy, were caught 
up in this fascination even as they tried to monitor it. While the cosmopol¬ 
itan spirit of the enlightenment struggled to survive this test of its roots, 
the natural sciences and technology proudly marched in the van of a 
transnational, transcultural humanity. Throughout it all, Japan swayed 
back and forth between a total infatuation with the superior advances of 
Western culture and a rigid determination to carve out for itself a unique 
position in the world. 

Nishida suffered this ambiguity as a man of his age. 'While he never 
sought translation of his thought into foreign languages, he did recognize 
the need for ties with the contemporary world of philosophical thinkers. To 
this end, Tanabe was sent by Nishida to study in Europe, where word of 
Nishida’s work had already stirred interest. Whereas Nishida could calmly 
pen German phrases here and there in his diaries and skim through English 
and French books without the fear of criticism at home, the young Tanabe 
had to struggle with the daily life of a foreigner clumsily making his way in 
a tongue and culture he had so far only admired from a distance. In the 
course of time, a certain resentment seems to have built up in him over 
Nishida’s insistence that he pursue neo-Kantian thought. His own interests 
turned him in the direction of phenomenology, but on returning to Japan 
he was met with a request of Nishida for a major paper on Kant for a col¬ 
lection celebrating the two hundredth anniversary of the latter s death. Its 
composition was a turning point for Tanabe. 

In his essay Tanabe argued that Kant’s third Critique lacked an important 
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ingredient that Nishida s philosophy could supply. Specifically, he tried to 
wed the idea of self-awakening to Kant’s practical reason in order to shift 
the foundations of morality away from a universal moral will in the direc¬ 
tion of absolute nothingness. On the one hand, he saw that awareness of 
nothingness could provide moral judgment with a telos outside of subjec¬ 
tive will. This “finality of self-awareness,” as he termed it, could provide “a 
common principle for weaving history, religion, and morality into an insol¬ 
uble relationship with one another. On the other hand, it dawned on him 
that Nishida’s true, awakened self effectively cut the individual off from 
history. On completion of his essay, he turned to Hegel to fill the gap. In 
time he realized that Hegel’s absolute knowledge was lacking content, and 
he set out to think through the possibility of praxis in the historical world 
grounded in the self-awareness of absolute nothingness. Nishida, for his 
part, was hard at work on his logic of locus, but Tanabe was not persuaded 
t at it would solve his problem. During this period he developed his dialec- 
c of absolute mediation as a way of establishing the bond between 
absolute nothingness and the historical world . 16 

hilosophical questions aside, two things should be noted with regard to 
I e ^ attem pts to draw the philosophical vocation closer to the histori- 
xj. , .^ r * ^ rst °f a ll, the tendency to be abstract that Tanabe criticized in 
rec a Ver ^ muc ^ ^is own problem. In fact, on his own account he 
ness^^ ^ aw * n m y speculative powers” as responsible for his abstract- 
no y ; Tanabe S & en * us > as apparent as it was to his students, was 

took an C ° r C e overwhelming presence of Nishida, towards whom he 
i t y er more critical position even as he continued to measure his own 
qnnr?l° P ^ pr °£ ress as a Japanese working primarily with Western 
, h S agam ^ Nlshida ’ s contributions. As Nishitani recalls, the dialectic 
j i S a van ^ ln g seems to give us a mirror-image of Tanabe himself 

e y struggling to escape the embrace of Nishida’s philosophy .” 18 


Absolute Nothingness and the Logic of the Specific 

On the occasion of Nishida’s retirement, when the academic world was pil- 
I r eS ° n * ts ^ rst and greatest world philosopher, Tanabe wrote a 

xj- i -i g l plGC j e devious ly entitled “Looking Up to Nishida.” Leaving 
tv’ TT t0 1S . °^ C l ocus > Tanabe (who now held Nishida’s chair at 
yoto niversity) prepared the way for his own “logic of the specific” by 
p esting t at the religious experience that goes by the name of the ‘self- 
a ening o a solute nothingness ... belongs outside the practice and 
anguage o p i osophy, which cannot put up with such a complete lack of 
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conceptual definition.... Religious self-awareness must not be set up as the 
ultimate principle of philosophy .” 19 

The religious bent in Nishida’s philosophy was fed by his many years of 
sitting in zazeii and his ongoing contact with Buddhist and Christian 
thinkers. Tanabe’s religiosity was more bookish. No less than Nishida, he 
shied away from turning the philosopher’s trade against organized religion 
and tried to get to the heart of religious and theological thinkers, but his 
religiosity was a more solitary one. No diaries and few letters remain to let 
us suppose otherwise. The irony is that Tanabe is remembered as the more 
religious figure because of a postwar book on penitential philosophy in 
which he criticizes the profession he had devoted his life to, himself includ¬ 
ed, for its moral timidity. 

Tanabe’s contribution to Kyoto-school philosophy as a religious way, as I 
have said, cannot be separated from his uneasy relationship with Nishida, 
which stimulated him to look closely at some of the questions Nishida had 
skimmed over in his creative flights and which also gave him the founda¬ 
tions for doing so. From Nishida he received the idea of approaching reli¬ 
gious judgments in terms of affirmation-in-negation, as well as the convic¬ 
tion of absolute nothingness as the supreme principle of philosophy. Fur¬ 
ther, like Nishida, he did not consider anything in Japanese language or 
thought a final measure of what was most important in his philosophy. 
These attitudes he passed on, passionately, to the students. Finally, like 
Nishida he never argued for the supremacy of any one religious way over 
any other. What he did not take from Nishida, however, was a conviction 
of the primacy of religious experience as an “event of the soul which phi¬ 
losophy may or may not try to explain but can never generate. For Tanabe, 
there is no unmediated religious experience. Either it is appropriated by the 
individual in an “existentially philosophic” manner or it yields to the 
specificity of theology, ecclesial institution, or folk belief . 20 

Tanabe’s search for his own philosophical position began with a meticu¬ 
lous rethinking of Hegel’s dialectic as applied to a philosophy of absolute 
nothingness. Along the way he became convinced that for nothingness to be 
absolute, it was not enough for it to serve as a principle of identity for the 
finite world from a position somewhere outside of being. It must be a dyna¬ 
mic force that sustains the relationships in which all things live and move 
and have their being. He could not accept the idea that the historical world 
in which opposites struggle with one another to secure their individual 
identities is being driven inexorably towards some quiet, harmonious, beatific 
vision in absolute mind; neither could he feel at home in the private awaken¬ 
ing to a true self within. Precisely because all things without exception are 



34. Nishida Kitaro, age 46 (1916). 
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made to struggle with one another for their individuality, the dialectic is an 
absolute fact of being cannot be accounted for within the world of being 
alone. Only a nothingness outside of being can make things be the essen¬ 
tially interactive things that they are. But the reverse is also true: “Insofar 
as nothingness is nothingness, it is incapable of functioning on its own. 
Being can function only because it is not nothingness .” 21 

If nothingness allows the world to be, awakening to this fact serves as a 
permanent critical principle in all identity, whether in the sense of a lofty 
philosophical principle like Nishida’s self-identity of absolute contradicto¬ 
ries or in the sense of the ordinary psychological self-composure of the indi¬ 
vidual mind. It is the fire in which all identity is purged of the fictions of 
individuality and substantiality that mind attaches to it, leaving only the 
pure awakening to that which has itself no conflict, no otherness: nothing¬ 
ness. This purification of the mind was Tanabe’s test of religious truth. In 
its terms he appreciated the great figures of the Buddhist and Christian 
religious past. 

The logic of the specific is testimony to the fact that Tanabe never made 
peace with his own tendency to distance himself from the historical world 
in the way Nishida did. Many of the latter’s young disciples had turned the 
sharp analysis of Marxism against Nishida’s fixation on self-awareness, but 
to little avail. Tanabe, in contrast, from his critical reading of Kant, had 
come to see that the subject of consciousness is not a mere individual who 
looks at the world through lenses crafted by nature for the mind without 
consultation. It is also a by-product of specific cultural, ethnic, and epochal 
conditions. In its purgative function, the awareness of absolute nothingness 
demands that even our most treasured theories be seen as bundles of rela¬ 
tionships not within our control. We cannot speak without a specific lan¬ 
guage nor think without circumstances with a history. We are not individ¬ 
uals awakening to universal truths, but stand forever on specificity, a great 
shifting bog of bias and unconscious desire beyond the capacity of our mind 
to conquer once and for all. Nothingness sets us in the mire, but it moves 
us to struggle against it—never to be identified with it, never to assume we 
have found an identity of absolute contradictories that is not contaminated 
by specificities of history. This “absolute negation” is the goal of religion . 22 

Philosophical Metanoia 

The problem for Tanabe was to salvage a meaning for self-awakening in this 
logic of the specific and not resign oneself to the cunning of history. It was 
not a lesson he taught himself in the abstract but rather one that was forced 
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on him by his own injudicious—and probably also unnecessary—support of 
state ideology at the height of Japan’s military escapades in Asia. The logic 
that he had shaped to expose the irrational element in social existence was 
now used to set up against the “clear-thinking gaze of existential philoso¬ 
phy” something more engaging: the “praxis of blessed martyrdom” in a 
“war of love.” Proclaiming the nation as the equivalent of Sakyamuni and that 
“participation in its life should be likened to the imitatio Christi ,” 23 Tanabe 
lost touch with the original purpose of his logic of the specific. 

While these sentiments frothed at the surface of Tanabe’s prose, a deep 
resentment towards the impotence of his own religious philosophy seethed 
within him, until in the end it exploded in the pages of his classic work Phil¬ 
osophy as Metanoetics. It was no longer enough to posit absolute nothingness 
as a supreme metaphysical principle grounding the world of being. It must 
be embraced, in an act of unconditional trust, as a force liberating the self 
from its native instinct to self-sufficiency. The notion of faith in Other- 
Power as expressed in the Kyogyoshinsho of Shinran (1 173—1262) gave Tanabe 
the basic framework for his radical metanoia and reconstruction of a phil¬ 
osophy from the ground up. 

It is no coincidence that the heaviest brunt of his penitential attack on 
overreliance on the power of reason fell on the head of Kant’s transcendental 
philosophy, but from there it reaches out to a reassessment of virtually all 
his major philosophical influences, from Hegel and Schelling to Nietzsche, 
Kierkegaard, and Heidegger. Woven into this critique is a positive and 
unabashedly religious insistence on what he calls “nothingness-in-love” or 
compassionate praxis in the historical world. The principal model for this 
ideal is the Dharmakara myth of ascent-in-descent in which the enlight¬ 
ened bodhisattva returns to the world in order to certify his own awakening, 
but frequent mention is also made of the Christian archetype of life-in-death, 
which was to dominate certain of his later works. 24 In any case, his aim was 
not to promote any particular religious tradition over any other but to bridge 
the gap between absolute nothingness and concrete reality in a way that a 
simple leap of self-awareness could not accomplish. He drew on religious 
imagery because it seemed to keep him focused on the moral obligation of 
putting the truth of enlightened mind to work for the sake of all that lives. 

As it turned out, the purgative, “disruptive” side of his metanoetics over¬ 
shadowed the practical, moral side and left him on shaky ground when it 
came to taking his new “philosophy that is not a philosophy” beyond its ini¬ 
tial statement. Tanabe was aware of this, and devoted his late years to rein¬ 
forcing the foundations of his logic of the specific, fusing elements from 
Zen, Christianity, and Pure Land in the forge of a loving, compassionate 
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self-awakening. But when all was said and done, Tanabe, like Nishida, 
remained aloof from the concrete problems of science, technology, economic 
injustice, and international strife that were shaking the foundations of the 
historical world outside the walls of his study. His was to the end a philos¬ 
ophy committed to uncluttering the mind of its self-deceptions, but forever 
haunted by the knowledge that only in the hopelessly cluttered specificity 
of history can moral praxis exert itself. The vision he left us is a portrait of 
his own struggles with the intellectual life: a seamless robe of ideals tattered 
by experience but not rent, whose weave remains a testimony to the 
weaver’s dedication to the philosophical vocation as a spiritual way. 

Nishitani Keiji: From Nihility to Nothingness 

With Nishitani, the philosophical current that flowed from Nishida 
through Tanabe spread out in fresh, new tributaries. Not only did he carry 
over Tanabe’s concern with historical praxis; he also drew the ties to Bud¬ 
dhism closer than either of his senior colleagues had done and closer, as 
well, to the lived experience of the philosophical quest. In addition, Nishi¬ 
tani took up in his philosophy two major historical problems, each pulling 
him in a different direction. He was preoccupied, on the one hand, with fac¬ 
ing the challenge that modern science brought to religious thinking; on the 
other, with establishing a place for Japan in the world. All of this combines 
to give his writing a wider access to the world forum. 

More than Nishida and Tanabe, Nishitani turned his thought on a world 
axis. He actively welcomed and encouraged contact with philosophers from 
abroad, and in his final years many a foreign scholar beat a path to his small 
home in Kyoto. 25 He, too, studied in Germany as Tanabe before him, and 
later was to travel to Europe and the United States to lecture. The happy 
combination of the publication of his major work, Religion and Nothingness, 
in English and German translation, the rising number of Western scholars 
with the skills to read fluently in the original texts, and the great human 
charm of Nishitani as a person, helped bring the work of the Kyoto philoso¬ 
phers to a wider audience. Still, given the trends in Continental and Amer¬ 
ican philosophy at the time this was happening, it was unsurprising that it 
was the theologians and Buddhologists who were most attracted to Nishi- 
tani’s work. Only after his death did neighboring Asian countries like 
Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong begin to show an interest in him and other 
of the Kyoto-school philosophers. But for all his cosmopolitan sentiments, 
Nishitani followed, his predecessors in showing favoritism towards the 
West—as had virtually all Japanese philosophers since the Meiji period. 
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In defending himself against the Inquisition, Galileo presented what has 
become the central assumption of modern science. “I am not interested,” he 
said, "in how to go to heaven, but in how the heavens go.” This dichotomy 
was one that Nishitani never accepted. Not only had the West got it wrong 
in separating philosophy from religion, its separation of religious quest 
from tne pursuit of science also seemed to him fundamentally flawed. Any¬ 
thing that touches human existence, he insisted, had its religious dimen¬ 
sion. Science is always and ever a human enterprise in the service of some¬ 
thing more, but when the existential element is sacrificed to the quest for 
scientific certitude, what we call life, soul, and spirit—including God— 
find their home destroyed. Nishitani’s response was not to retreat into 
preoccupation with the true self, but to argue that only on the self’s true 
homeground do the concrete facts of nature "manifest themselves as they 
are, in their greater ‘truth’.” 26 

In Nishitani the concern with true self reaches its highest point in Kyoto 
p ilosophy. He saw this as the focal point of Nishida’s work and interpreted 
anabe s philosophy as a variation on that theme. In his own writings he 
rew to the surface, through textual allusions and direct confrontation with 
t e original texts, many of the Zen and Buddhist elements in Nishida’s 
^ VOr ‘ ^ Suzuki s efforts to broaden Zen through contact with Pure 

an Buddhism also reverberate in Nishitani’s writings, though not as 
cep y as they do in Tanabe s. In addition, he turned directly to Christian 

t eo ogy both for inspiration and to clarify his own position as distinct from 
the Christian one. 

P er ^ a P s the single greatest stimulus to Nishitani’s broadening of 
ishidas philosophical perspective was Nietzsche, whose writings were 
never far from his mind. The deep impression that Thus Spoke Zarathustra 
a made on him in his university years left him with doubts so profound 
at, in the end, only a combination of Nishida’s method and the study of 
en Buddhism was able to keep them from disabling him. As a scholar of 
[ osophy he had translated and commented on Plotinus, Aristotle, 
oe me Descartes, Schelling, Hegel, Bergson, and Kierkegaard—all of 
w °m e t their mark on his thought. But Nietzsche, like Eckhart, Dogen, 
^ \ an ' ^^-te, ^ en P oets > and the New Testament, he seems to have 
rea t rough the lenses of his own abiding spiritual questions, resulting in 
rca mgs of arresting power and freshness. 

The fundamentals of Nishitani’s own approach to the true self as a philo¬ 
sophical idea are set forth in an early book on "elemental subjectivity.” This 
term (which he introduced into Japanese from Kierkegaard) is not one that 
Nishida favored, but Nishitani’s aim is not substantially different from that 
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of his teacher: to lay the philosophical foundation for full and valid indi¬ 
vidual existence, which in turn would be the basis for social existence, cul¬ 
tural advance, and overcoming the excesses of the modern age. Written at 
the age of forty and under the strong influence of Nishida, the work con¬ 
tains in germ his own mature philosophy. 

As with Nishida, the Achilles’ heel of Nishitani’s highly individual 
approach to historical questions was its application to questions of world 
history. In the attempt to lend support during the war years to elements in 
the Navy and government who wanted to bring some sobriety to the mind¬ 
less antics of the Japanese Army in Asia, his remarks on the role of Japan¬ 
ese culture in Asia blended all too easily with the worst ideologies of the 
period, and the subtle distinctions that made all the difference to him as 
they did to Nishida and Tanabe caught up in the same maelstrom earn 
him little sympathy today in the light of subsequent events. Nishitani suf¬ 
fered a purge after the defeat of Japan and never returned to these ques¬ 
tions in print. While he continued to write on Japan and the culture of the 
East, he did so at a safe distance both from his own earlier opinions and 
from the relentless pummeling of Marxist critics. 


The Standpoint of Emptiness 

To Nishida’s logic of locus and Tanabe’s logic of the specific, Nishitani 
added what he called the standpoint of emptiness. He saw this standpoint 
not as a perspective that one can step into effortlessly, but the achievement 
of a disciplined and uncompromising encounter with doubt. The long 
struggle with nihilism that lay behind him was far from merely academic. 
As a young man, not yet twenty years of age, he had fallen into a deep 
despair in which “the decision to study philosophy was, melodramatic as it 
might sound, a matter of life and death for me.” 27 This was to be the very 
starting point for his description of the religious quest: We become aware 
of religion as a need, as a must for life, only at the level of life at which every¬ 
thing else loses its necessity and its utility.” 28 

For Nishitani, the senseless, perverse, and tragic side of life is an unde¬ 
niable fact. But it is more than mere fact; it is the seed of religious aware¬ 
ness. The meaning of life is thrown into question initially not by sitting 
down to think about it but by being caught up in events outside one s con¬ 
trol. Typically, we face these doubts by retreating to one of the available 
consolations—rational, religious, or otherwise—that all societies provide to 
protect their collective sanity. The first step into radical doubt is to allow 
oneself to be so filled with anxiety that even the simplest frustration can 
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reveal itself as a symptom of the radical meaninglessness at the heart of all 
human existence. Next, one realizes that this sense of ultimate is still 
human-centered and hence incomplete. Now one gives oneself over to the 
cfoubt entirely, and the tragedy of human existence shows itself as a symp¬ 
tom of the whole world of being and becoming. At this point, Nishitani 
says, it is as if a great chasm had opened up underfoot in the midst of ordi¬ 
nary life, an "abyss of nihility.” 


Whole philosophies have been constructed on the basis of this nihility, 
and Nishitani threw himself heart and soul into the study of them, not in 
order to reject them but in order to find the key to what he called the "self¬ 
overcoming of nihilism. The awareness of nihility must be allowed to grow 
in consciousness until all of life is transformed into a great question mark. 
Only in this supreme act of negating the meaning of existence so radically 
that one becomes the negation and is consumed by it, can the possibility of 
a breakthrough appear. Deliverance from doubt that simply transports one 
out of the abyss of meaninglessness and back into a worldview where things 
make sense again, Nishitani protests, is no deliverance at all. The nihility 
itself, in the fullness of its negation, has to be faced squarely in order to be 
seen through as relative to human consciousness and experience. In this 
rmation, reality discloses its secret of absolute emptiness that restores 
II in his philosophical terms, “emptiness might be 

ca ed the field of ‘be-ification (lebtung) in contrast to nihility, which is the 
neld of nullification’ (Nichtung ).” 29 

her words, for Nishitani religion is not so much a search for the 
te as one of the items that make up existence, as an acceptance of the 
P "ss t at embraces this entire world of being and becoming. In that 
acceptance—a "full-bodied appropriation” (tainin )—mind lights up as 
ng t y as mind can. The reality that is lived and died by all things that 
e an P ass awa Y in the world is realized” in the full sense of the 
one s lares in reality and one knows that one is real. This is the stand¬ 
point of emptiness. 

use it is a standpoint, it is not a terminus ad quern so much as a ter- 
quo. t e inauguration of a new way of looking at the things of life, 
new way of valuing the world and reconstructing it. All of life becomes, 
he says a kind of “double-exposure” in which one can see things just as they 
re an at the same time see through them to their relativity and tran¬ 
sience. Far from dulling one’s critical senses, it reinforces them. To return to 
t ie case of science, from the standpoint of emptiness, the modern infatua¬ 
tion with explanation and fact is disclosed for what it is: a sanctification of 
the imperial ego that willingly sacrifices the immediate reality of its own 
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true self for the illusion of perfect knowledge and control. To personify or 
humanize the absolute, to rein it in dogmatically with even the most 
advanced apparatus and reliable theories, is at best a temporary cure to the 
perpetual danger of being overwhelmed by nihility. Only a mysticism of the 
everyday, a living-in-dying, can attune our existence to the empty texture 
of the absolutely real. 

In general, it may be noted, Nishitani favored the term emptiness (S. suny- 
ata) over Nishida’s “absolute nothingness,” in part because its correspon¬ 
ding Chinese glyph, the ordinary character for sky, captures the ambiguity 
of an emptiness-in-fullness that he intends. In this seeing that is at the same 
time a seeing-through, one is delivered from the centripetal egoity of the 
self to the centrifugal ex-stasis of the self that is not a self. This, for him, is 
the essence of religious conversion. 

In principle, Nishitani always insisted that conversion entails engage¬ 
ment in history. While he appreciated, and often repeated, the Zen Bud¬ 
dhist correlation of great doubt with great compassion (the Chinese glyphs 
for both terms are pronounced the same, daihi ), his late writings contain 
numerous censures of Buddhism for its “other-worldly refusal to enter into 
the affairs of human society,” for its “lack of ethics and historical conscious¬ 
ness,” and for its “failure to confront science and technology.’ 30 

In his principal philosophical discussions of history, however, Nishitani 
tends to present Christian views of history, both linear and cyclical, as a 
counterposition to the fuller Buddhist-inspired standpoint of emptiness 
despite the greater sensitivity of the former to moral questions. Emptiness 
or nothingness did not become full by bending time back on itself periodi¬ 
cally, like the seasons that repeat each year, or by providing an evolutionary 
principle that points to an end of time when all the frustrations of nihility will 
be overturned, as is the case in Christian eschatology. He envisaged deliv¬ 
erance from time as a kind of tangent that touches the circle of repetitive 
time at its outer circumference or cuts across the straight line of its forward 
progress. Like Nishida, he preferred the image of an “eternal now that 
breaks through both myths of time to the timelessness of the moment of 
self-awakening. What Christian theism, especially in its personalized image 
of God, gains at one moment in its power to judge history, it often loses at 
the next in its failure to understand the omnipresence of the absolute in all 
things. For Nishitani the standpoint of emptiness perfects the personal 
dimension of human life by the addition of the impersonal, non-differenti¬ 
ating love, which was none other than the very thing that Christianity 
reveres in the God who makes the sun to shine on the just and the unjust 
alike, and who empties himself kenotically in Christ. 31 Yet here again, we 
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see Nishitani in later writings reappraising the I-Thou relationship and the 
interconnectedness of all things, even to the point of claiming that “the per¬ 
sonal is the basic form of existence. 

I*n the foregoing pages much has been sacrificed to brevity and a certain 
forced clarity of exposition. Perhaps only the askese of struggling with the 
original texts can give one a sense of the complexity of the Kyoto school 
thinkers. Philosophically, many problems remain with the “logics” of Nishi¬ 
da, Tanabe, and Nishitani. Some of them have been superseded by more 
recent philosophy; others will benefit from further study and comparison; 
still others are perennial. The task of formulating philosophical questions as 
religious ones belongs, 1 am convinced, among the latter. 


Notes 

1. Karl Jaspers, The Way to Wisdom (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1954), 
14. Translation adjusted. 

2. These two ideas are present from Nishida’s earliest writings. See his two brief 
essays on Bergson in Nishida Kitaro zenshu (hereafter NKZ) 1:317-27; The idea of 

appropnarion (jitoku) appears in An Inquiry into the Good , 5 1 (where it is trans- 
ated realizing with our whole being"). 

3. Nishitani, Nishida Kitaro , 55. 

n• °f the No Drama: The Major Treatises of Zeami , trans. by J. Thomas 

i *T CI ^x Yamazaki Masakazu (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 
1 35 , 136 . 

5. This term is sometimes translated as "logic of topes," but the connections to 
nstotle which the term suggests seem to conflict with his own position, 
o. bee Kosaka Masaaki chosakushu 8:98-101. 

8 2L KZ see Inquiry into the Good , 49. 
has V* W'itin&y 34. In order to capture the philosophical sense, the translator 
a C , n , S °I? e llbertics w kh particular passages. A more literal translation was 
81-no by YuSa Michiko in The Eastern Buddhist 19:2 (1986) 1-29, 20/1 (1987) 

\j -T eX ' Ual re ^ crcnces to this idea may be found in Jacinto, La filosofia social de 
Nishida Kitaro, 208—12 

10. NKZ 5:182. 

11. Last Writings , 48. 

12. Last Writings, 68—69. 

ichi 3 T d hC Al° ng " Standin8 debates amon £ Takizawa Katsumi, Abe Masao, Yagi Sei- 
l an |zuki Ryomin over the reversibility or irreversibility of the relationship 
... ween °d and the self,-as well as the wider debate over the obscure notion of 
. m y erSe c ° rres pondence (gyakutaio) that appears in Nishida’s final essay, leave lit¬ 
tle hope of a final word on the subject. 

, • 5:177 * The allusion, of course, is to Dogen’s Genjokoan. 

15. NKZ 11:372, 454, 435. 
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16. Tanabe Hajime zenshu (hereafter THZ) 3:7, 78—81. 

17. THZ 3:76-77. 

18. Nishitani, Nish id a Kitard , 167. 

19. THZ 4:306, 318. 

20. THZ 8:257-38. 

21. THZ 7:261. 

22. THZ 6:147-53. 

23. THZ 7:24, 99. 

24. Regarding his relation to Christianity, Tanabe referred to himself in 1948 as 
a permanent Christian-in-the-making, ein werdender Christ who could never 
become ein gewordener Christ (THZ 10:260). The distinction is more commonly 
associated with Nishitani, who adopted it to describe his own sympathies with 
Tanabe’s position. 

25. See the special issue of The Eastern Buddhist devoted to the memory of Nishi¬ 
tani, 25:1 (1992). 

26. “Science and Zen,” The Buddha Eye , 120, 126. 

27. Nishitani Keiji chosakushu (hereafter NKC) 20:175—84. 

28. Religion and Nothingness , 3- 

29- Religion and Nothingness , 124. 

30. See NKC 17:141, 148-50, 154-55, 230-31. 

31. See especially Religion and Nothingness , ch. 2. 

32. NKC 24:109. 
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Buddha’s Bodies and the Icono- 
graphical Turn in Buddhism 


M i m i Hall Yiengpruksawan 


M any questions have been asked about what we see when we 
see Buddha. On the face of it a simple matter, this query raises 
the most challenging proposition of Buddhist discourse: that 
Buddha is at once present and absent. Buddha has a body, 
what the Yogacara philosopher Asanga called a “support" (asraya), and 
Buddha as that body takes up space, has a location, is seen or felt or heard. 
But Asanga made clear that the "support” that is Buddha’s body is ulti¬ 
mately the Dharma body, which—empty, imagelcss, wishless, silent—is 
the state of enlightenment itself and not a body at all. As Malcolm David 
Eckel puts it, the body of Buddha, its location, is “a place where an absence 
is present.” 1 

This type of paradox is fundamental to the Buddhist episteme and 
informs all aspects of Buddhist discourse. There is the “tension between a 
buddha’s transcendence and immanence—his location within both nirvana 
and satnsara ,” John D. Dunne writes, and “Sakyamuni Buddhas involve¬ 
ment in the world as a teacher and his detachment from the world as an 
awakened being.” 2 Buddha has "omnilinguality” even as “Buddha in se does 
not speak,” Paul J. Griffiths writes, and “is not implicated with language. 
Eckel considers such paradoxes, and specifically the implications of Bud¬ 
dha’s absence, as “points of incongruity that challenge the stability of con¬ 
ceptuality itself” yet lead to insight, knowledge, and “the ability to perceive 
and respond to the absence.” He uses Foucault’s model of the heteroclite as 
a way of understanding the operation of paradox in Buddhist thought as a 
radical challenge to figuration itself: “things are ‘laid,’ ‘placed,’ ‘arranged 
in sites so very different from one another that it is impossible to find a 
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place of residence for them, to define a common locus beneath them all.” 4 
On these terms it is possible to argue that the double binds of Buddhist dis¬ 
course arise from the fundamental condition of Buddha as outside the space 
of representation. 

This ground zero of emptiness and its figuration, on which the edifice of 
Buddhism stands, is a realm whose gateways are vision and recollection. 
The process of awakening is one of seeing: to understand is to see (darsana) 
or to have insight. It is a process dependent on images, without which, 
Asanga said, “there is nothing to understand.” 5 The ultimate image is Bud : 
dha, whence derive the words and images of sacred texts, and insight itself. 
This is image in an elemental sense: a figure that recalls “a concrete but cur¬ 
rently absent perceptual experience.” 6 A language of memory sustains such 
figuration. By reflection (anusmrti) the physical properties of Buddha are 
recalled and remembered, his life represented in the most literal sense, his 
teachings heard once more. 7 In these ways, vision and memory work to 
recover Buddha but prove also that he is gone. 

Of course recollections and visions, indeed all expedient means along the 
path to enlightenment, come from Buddha. There is Buddha; and then 
there is everything else as the predicate. It is not so much that Buddha is seen, 
or represented, but that he makes it possible to see. As Eckel notes, “the 
Buddhas crucial characteristic is not his own seeing. It is his ability to illu¬ 
minate the minds of others who have not yet seen.” In this sense vision becomes 
an exchange, “a form of communion, like touching.” Seeing Buddha “is not 
just the cool, analytical vision that allows a person to take the structure of 
reality apart... but also the emotional vision of a beloved object.” 8 

The high iconicity that characterizes Buddhism, where a multiplicity of 
forms renders Buddha visible, is the logical issue of so fraught an enterprise 
of pursuit and union. It is a project touched by melancholy: every image is 
a reminder that Buddha is elsewhere, beyond representation. The Chinese 
pilgrim Fa-hsien, at the temple Jetavana in the early fifth century C.E., was 
saddened when he saw places where Buddha had once been (T 5 1.860c3—4; 
Legge, 58). 9 Images of Buddha can be likened to that temple: they are the 
site of transient localizations of Buddha for the benefit of sentient beings. 
Thus images are not so much graphic pictorializations as they are likenesses 
of Buddha in the many forms through which he affects the minds of those 
who seek him. Such an image is an icon in the literal sense that it “is a sign 
which would possess the character which renders it significant, even though 
its object had no existence.” 10 

It is logical that Buddhism as a signifying practice without an object or a 
referent allows for the development of a vast system of iconic, indexical, and 
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symbolic signs and a complex iconography addressed to making the non¬ 
pictorial perceptible to the senses. Indeed, the process of awakening turns 
on the ability to gain insight into such signs. Iconography here is not sim¬ 
ply a record or list of images, although that is part ot its function. Iconog¬ 
raphy is more importantly an inscription, "to write icons,” by which images 
are plotted (or imagined) along the coordinates they share with the words 
of scripture in the field of representation. It is also the table on which Bud¬ 
dhist imagery is sorted—a taxonomy—to make possible the orderly nego¬ 
tiation of a realm of signification where the referent constantly shifts its 
ground like a shadow on the wall. 

The following essay briefly outlines Buddhist iconography as a practice, 
a system of representation, and a history. It explores how and under what 
conditions an iconographical turn of mind came to dominate Buddhist 
thinking and examines the implications of such a paradigm shift. It surveys 
Buddhist iconography in its taxonomic aspects of category and type, with 
emphasis on the nature of Buddha’s body. In conclusion it considers the 
social consequences of iconography as ideology on the Buddhist assumption 
that, to borrow a phrase from the singer Johnny Cash, "in your mind... it 
all goes down in your mind.” 11 


Beginnings 

As Gautama Sakyamuni prepared for final cessation he asked his disciples 
to look at his body and showed them the major and minor characteristics 
that identified it as a Buddha body (Tathagatakaya) . Viewers saw the thirty- 
two major characteristics ( laksana ) and eighty minor marks (anuvyanjana) 
of a "great person” (mahapurusa) . I2 Among the major characteristics were 
long fingers, broad heels, soft and delicate hands and feet, a sheathed penis, 
a straight and rounded body, golden skin, blue eyes, white teeth. He dis¬ 
played himself this way out of compassion because such a body is difficult 
to see.” Then he said, "Things are like this, conditioned phenomena have 
no existence,” and was gone (T 6.968a—969a). Subsequently the physical 
body ( kaya ) of Sakyamuni was cremated and its corporeal relics (sarira) dis¬ 
tributed for deposit in stupas. 13 

This account, from the Satasdbasnkd-prajndpdramitd Sutra, postdates the life 
of Gautama Sakyamuni by hundreds of years and cannot be taken literally. 
Nonetheless it articulates the basic facts of Buddha’s figuration. First of all, 
Buddha causes his own representation to be seen; he is its originator and 
shows his followers its marks with himself both the sign and the ground 
of the sign. The representation is that of a beautiful human male. It is 
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divisible into parts—marks, signs—that make up the whole. Buddha can 
be seen as that whole, or in its discrete parts: as icon, then, but also as sym¬ 
bol or index. One docs not preempt the other; each is a strategy by which 
Buddha is imagined after the fact as a body, or “standpoint," where enlight¬ 
enment happened or was contained. 14 At the final cessation Buddha is re¬ 
absorbed but leaves a remainder: his body as image and memory, as relic, 
and, ultimately, as place or standpoint. 

The systematic way in which the body of Buddha is described in the 
Mahaparhiirvana Sutra presupposes the existence of a model, perhaps a 
painting or a sculpture. There were legends that a statue of Gautama 
Sakyamuni was made and honored while he was still in the world. Fa-hsicn 
recorded the story of King Prasenajit of Kosala, who had a sandalwood stat¬ 
ue carved in the likeness of Buddha as a stand-in while Buddha, whom 
Prasenajit longed to see, was away in the Trayastrimsa Heaven. The statue 
was placed where Buddha usually sat at Jetavana. When Buddha returned, 
the image rose to meet him, but Buddha ordered it back to its scat. After 
the final cessation, he said, the statue would serve as a model for his disci¬ 


ples; Buddha then left to take up residence elsewhere at the temple com¬ 
plex. “This was the first of all the images," Fa-hsien wrote, “and that which 
men subsequently copied” (T 51.860b 18—23; Legge, 56-57). 15 

Initial representations of Buddha probably did not follow such a model, 
and indeed the earliest images tend not to be anthropomorphic at all. Rather, 
Buddha appears as symbols—a wheel or a stupa, footprints, an empty space 
on a throne—and not as a person, as in the stupa carvings at Bharhut that 
date to the second century B.C.E. Such depictions can be likened to the epithets 
by which Buddha was known: “titles of dignity and power" such as “Awak¬ 
ened (Buddha), “Thus-Gone" (Tathagata), “Blessed" (Bhagavat). These epi¬ 
thets are used by writers of scripture “to gesture lexically at what they take 
to be ultimately and finally real," knowing that the finally real “is inacces¬ 
sible to discourse." Like relics, depictions of Buddha in the manner of epi¬ 
thets denote a significant absence that is held dear through remembrance. 16 

Alfred Foucher introduced the term “aniconic" to describe the ways in 
which Buddha was rendered as symbol, not person, in the earliest examples 
of Buddhist art. 17 This notion has been questioned by Susan Huntington, 
who argues that such aniconic imagery 1 (empty thrones, wheels, stupas) is 
not intended to represent Buddha at all but rather to denote the places at 
which Buddha was worshiped, the “sacred nuclei" of ritual activity. The case 
is a good one but does not necessarily prove that a wheel or a stupa is not 
a surrogate for Buddha, only that, at the initial stage of interpretation or 
understanding, it shows a thing or place associated with Buddha but from 
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which he has withdrawn. ls That such a thing or place (like a human body) 
can also be Buddha—can make an absence present—is logically consistent 
on philosophical and doctrinal grounds. 

The idea that some representations of Buddha are aniconic, whether 
symbolic (stupa) or indexical (footprints), follows from the notion that Bud¬ 
dha also has an iconic form, a "likeness,” which is that of a human male. 
That aniconic and iconic depictions ot Buddha coexisted in early Buddhist 
art is certainly plausible but to date only rare examples have been docu¬ 
mented. 19 As Griffiths has noted, the "resolutely aniconic" presentation of 
Buddha in early Buddhism came from a doctrinal need "to avoid predicat¬ 
ing change of Buddha.” 20 In later times other needs prevailed, and fully 
anthropomorphized figures of Buddha became the norm. However, aniconic 
imagery continued to figure in Buddhist iconography like a deep grammar 
at the semantic core of Buddhism’s language of vision. 

Representation of Buddha in human form has been linked to the consol¬ 
idation around the beginning of the common era of the diverse system of 
teachings later called Mahayana Buddhism. Indeed, the iconographical 
turn in Buddhism, toward increasingly complex anthropomorphic and 
zooanthropomorphic imagery, occurred in close conjunction with the 
spread of Mahayana practices from India into Central Asia and then 
China. 21 Hirakawa Akira has identified three main sources for this emer¬ 
gent "religion of many facets” with its deep roots in lay devotion: specific 
doctrinal developments in the Mahasanghika, Sarvastivada, and other Bud¬ 
dhist sectarian movements of the time; a growing trans-sectarian literature 
on the biography of Buddha; and veneration of stupas. 22 

As the Mahayana movement gained acceptance new scriptures were 
compiled from the second through the fifth centuries: the Prajnapdraniita 
sutras on wisdom; the Avatainsaka sutra on Buddha’s enlightenment and 
the bodhisattva nature; the Lotus sutra on the purity of mind and Buddha 
nature; the Sukhavativyuha on Amitabha and the power of faith; and oth¬ 
ers. 23 While these texts are complex philosophical tracts on the wisdom of 
non-substantiality or emptiness, the nature of Buddha and mind, and other 
critical issues of doctrine, they also contain vivid accounts of a variety of 
Buddhas and Buddha-fields (bnddbaksetra) with literally hundreds of bod- 
hisattvas and other saviors described in intense detail. As such they are 
ample testimony, not only to Mahayana devotionalism, but also to its ideal 
of compassionate Buddhas and bodhisattvas manifest in infinite bodies to 
inhabitants of the realm of suffering. The importance of seeing these 
figures, of making contact with them through vision and contemplation, is 
everywhere apparent in the texts. 
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The case for iconic as opposed co strictly symbolic or indexical represen¬ 
tation of Buddha, and by extension of bodhisattvas as Buddha-beings who 
have deferred their final cessation out of compassion, follows from 
Mahayana roots in biography and stupa worship and from scriptural 
emphasis on visual engagement with Buddha and bodhisattvas. It is easy to 
see how biography would have prompted anthropomorphic representation 
of Buddha. Asanga’s idea of the body as a support, with the corollary notion 
that a body is a container, helps to explain how a stupa might be conflated 
with Buddha. As Gustav Roth shows, early descriptions of Buddha’s body 
might as well refer to a stupa. 'The figure of my body should be made cir¬ 
cular,” Buddha says, “as far as the measure of the two extended arms goes, 
the measure of the body should be equally extended (regarding height and 


width).” 24 

One outcome of the need to conceive of Buddha as having a human body, 
and to make likenesses of that body for the purposes of worship, was early 
commentary on how to make a Buddha image. 2 -* It also gave rise to a dis¬ 
course on the nature of the Buddha body, out of which Asanga’s theory of 
the body as a support derived. Philosophical analysis pivoted on the notion 
that the Buddha body is “numerically single but functionally multiple.” 26 
In early Mahayana thought Buddha was seen as having a twofold body, 
namely, the Dharma body (dharmakaya ), which is formless, absolute, real; 
and the Form body (rupakaya), which, colorful and tangible, is accessible to 
the senses. Asaiiga and other Yogacara masters subsequently held that Bud¬ 
dha has a threefold body: the Dharma body; the Enjoyment body 
(sambhogakaya); and the Manifestation body (nirmdnakdya ). This has been 
the principal Mahayana position since the fourth century. 

Like the unified field in particle physics, the Dharma body is understood 
as basically inconceivable in space and time. It is Buddha’s essential or 
first body, Griffiths writes, and it supports the other bodies as Asanga 
maintained. Properly speaking, the Dharma body is neither a body nor 
gendered; Griffiths refers to Buddha as “it.” 27 Eckel writes of the Dharma 
body as a “state of awareness that makes the Buddha an enlightened being” 
and that is free from all concepts. 28 It might also be described as the root 
directory of Buddhism’s virtual realities. 

The Enjoyment body is how Buddha becomes apparent—virtually—to 
those who have reached an advanced stage of understanding. There arc 
many Enjoyment bodies, as there arc many Buddhas. Each Enjoyment body 
exists as a Buddha in a Buddha-field, or “heavenly realm not directly or easily 
accessible to embodied living-beings in a world-realm like ours,” 29 where it 
lectures to a group of listeners. An Enjoyment body has an individualized 
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name—Amitabha, Aksobhya, Bhaisajyaguru, Vairocana—and displays rec¬ 
ognizable physical features by which it can be distinguished from other 
Enjoyment bodies, such as a bluish body (Aksobhya) or light streaming 
from its pores (Vairocana). 

Gautama Sakyamuni exemplifies the “body of magical transformation” 
that is the Manifestation body, which, like the Enjoyment body, has multi¬ 
ple forms. Eckel describes the Manifestation body as a “conceptual expres¬ 
sion” of the Dharma body, for it speaks and “produces a teaching that fits 
the needs of the disciples.” 30 Griffiths says that Manifestation bodies all 
have a career: “they are born, they renounce the world, they attain awak¬ 
ening, they preach the doctrine, found the monastic community, teach, 
gather followers, and eventually die.” Strictly speaking, a Manifestation 
body need not be human: it can be an animal, or a hungry ghost, so long 
as it “appears as whatever is most salvifically beneficial.” 31 

The Enjoyment and Manifestation bodies can be likened to the shadow 
Fa-hsien saw on the wall of a cave temple in Nagara. From a distance it 
seemed to be Buddha s real form, with his complexion of gold. But the 
closer you approached the shadow, the fainter it became, “as if it were only 
in your fancy” (T 51.859a; Legge, 39). This interactive aspect, a play of 
shadow and mind in the figuration of a Buddha, was important to medita¬ 
tive practices that became prominent in the Mahayana culture. Whereas 
older types of meditative activity were largely directed toward states of 
absorption or trance that resulted in sensory withdrawal, Mahayana prac¬ 
tice drew also on traditions involving visualization exercises that were 
intended to produce states of heightened sensory awareness of a Buddha or 
bodhisattva. 

Alan Sponberg has identified a variety of meditational practices in 
Mahayana—he lists nine types—and distinguishes among them two basic 
modes: enstatic and ecstatic. He calls “enstatic” those classes of meditation, 
such as dhyana and samdeihi , that seek “a state of stasis, the complete cessa 
tion of sensory processing.” Classes of meditation that require visua ization 
exercises, most prominently anusmrti , he calls “ecstatic. In ecstatic me ita 
tion “the practitioner seeks a state of enhanced sensation by throwing im- 
self into an alternative reality rich in aesthetic and emotional detail. Ecsta 
tic meditation is “eidetic” in that it necessitates total recall of a visual image 
through mental projection. For the most part ecstatic visualization exercises 
are directed at recollection of Enjoyment bodies and their Buddha-fields, 
most famously Amitabha in Sukhavatl. They are understood as highly 
emotional experiences that produce beautiful visions and are psychological¬ 
ly transformative. 32 If visualization exercises mark just the beginning of 
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meditation proper, Eckel notes in view of standard practice, they nonethe¬ 
less prepare the ground for what follows. 33 

Enjoyment bodies and mental projections have in common the fact that 
they do not really exist. They are intended rather to exercise salvific effects 
on the minds of those who perceive them. In this way they are a function of 
how the experience of seeing Buddha is also one of being illuminated. The 
valorization of icons—of painted and sculpted likenesses of Enjoyment bod¬ 
ies and other saviors—follows logically from the emphasis on vision and 
memory (or recollection) as points of entry into deeper areas of medita¬ 
tion and understanding. Icons have the added dimension, quite literally, of 
physically existing in space and providing a purchase for the insatiable gaze 
that is awakened by meditation and devotion as the fundamental paradigm of 
Buddhist practice. Icons, like mental projections and Enjoyment bodies, in 
the end have no more substance than Buddha. But their expediency is unas¬ 
sailable in a discursive order that needs to see something in nothing. 


Iconography 

By the sixth century a great manifold of Buddhas and Buddha-beings had 
appeared in tandem with doctrinal explorations into non-substantiality and 
mind. Thousands of iconic possibilities had been generated by early 
Mahayana scripture and practice for Buddha alone, the representative 
example of this trend toward multiplication being the Avatainsaka Sutra 
with its myriad Buddha-fields emanating out of the resplendent Vairocana. 
A way of managing a potentially unwieldy situation was developed by the 
Vajrayana movement, or tantrism, which appeared as a distinct tradition 
within the Mahayana framework in the sixth century. 

Tantrism emphasizes, among other things, a high level of interactivity 
with Buddha and a systematic (even tabular) understanding of the Bud¬ 
dhist universe. The interactivity comes by way of initiation into secret 
teachings transmitted directly from Buddha and accessible only to adepts; 
and through expertise in a complex of ritualistic behaviors including hand 
gestures (mu dr a), magical syllables (mantra) and formulas (dha rani) , and 
concentration on mandalas and other visual aids that leads to union with 
Buddha. Vajrayana practitioners in effect gain direct access to Buddha as 
though they were entering a dense power grid, which they are able to 
manipulate to various ends. 

The Buddha that generates that grid, the Buddha prime, is Mahavairocana 
as revealed in the Mahavairocana Sutra (J. Dainichikyo) and Vajrasekhara 
Sutra (J. Kongochokyo) in his own voice. (He is not expounded by Gautama 
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Sakyamuni or some other Buddha.) Described as a Buddha Solaris radiating 
intense light, Mahavairocana is understood as the interior to which all other 
Buddhas and Buddha-beings in the Mahayana manifold are homeomor- 
phic; all emanate from him. He is also the mapper of the universe: every¬ 
thing in the noumcnal and phenomenal realms emerges from him, is spun 
out like a great web from his complete presence. The two sutras set forth 
the principal teachings on Mahavairocana and on the mandala rituals prop¬ 
er to his celebration. In some sections they are as much an exercise in 
ekphrasis as they are a systematic articulation of doctrinal and ritual proto¬ 
cols, for the plastic arts, and painting in particular, are absolutely critical to 
the revelations that Mahavairocana generates. 

The A1 abdvairocana Sutra and 1 'ajraitkhara Sutra contain accounts of dia¬ 
grammatic pictorial i/at ions — mandalas — of the noumcnal and phenome¬ 
nal realms emanating from Mahavairocana as Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and 
other beings to form the Womb world (Garbhadhatu) and Diamond world 
(Vajradhatu) respectively. The second and ninth chapters of the Mahdvairo- 
cana Sutra present the Womb mandala, or Mahavairocana as ultimate wis¬ 
dom, in the form of a held containing 4l4 emanations arranged around a 
figure of Mahavairocana at center (T 18.4a— 12c, 31a—36a). Similarly, the 
second section of the Va/raSrkbara Sutra presents the Diamond mandala, or 
Mahavairocana made manifest to those reaching the ultimate (fifth) realm 
of praxis, as a field containing some 1,461 emanations, each the result of a 
mental projection against the oval of the new moon (T 18.216c—217b). 
Both mandalas are described as pictures on a two-dimensional plane, which 
is to say, as constructions of line and paint (T 18.1 lcl7, 31a29). The 
Vajrasekbara Sutra instructs practitioners to measure out wisdom with lines 
(T 18.217a2). 

Strong emphasis on visual materials in meditative or ritual activity fol¬ 
lows standard Mahayana practice and does not in itself make the Vajrayana 
movement unique. However, when the Mahavairocana Sutra and 
Zajrasekhara Sutra stress the importance of beautifully drawn mandalas, in 
other words when art becomes critical to the process of ritual conduct, a line 
is crossed from text to picture in the instantiation of doctrine. The Japanese 
monk Kukai, who introduced Vajrayana teachings to the Japanese monastic 
community in the ninth century, articulated this shift in memorable words: 

In truth, esoteric doctrines are so profound as to defy their enunciation in 
writing. With the help of painting, however, their obscurities may be 
understood. The various attitudes and mudras of the holy images all have 
their source in Buddha’s love, and one may attain Buddhahood at sight of 
them. Thus the secrets of the sutras and commentaries can be depicted in art, 
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and the essential truths of the esoteric teaching are all set forth therein.... 

Art is what reveals to us the state of perfection. M 

The iconographical turn of Buddhist doctrine finds its proper maturity 
here, where icons, as art, but also as containers of “perfection,” lead the way 
into the matrix of wisdom and illumination. 

When practitioners are told in the sutras to “see” Mahavairocana, then, 
what is understood is that they are looking at a picture or icon as they ini¬ 
tiate meditative or ritual activities. That such pictures existed along with 
the scriptures and were used in their elucidation is clear. The Vajrayana 
master and sutra-translator Subhakarasimha, in Ch’ang-an from 716, had 
brought a mandala with him from India in order to help explicate the 
Mahavairocana Siitra (see T 39.636—41). It is also apparent that there were 
rules governing how any given Buddha or Buddha-being was drawn. 
According to the Mahavairocana Siitra , for example, Sakyamuni was to be 
painted with a body of purplish j*old that displayed the thirty-two marks 
(T 18.7b28—29); Mahavairocana with a high topknot and crown and col¬ 
ored lights streaming from his body (5al3-15); Trailokyavijaya in furious 
aspect, with three eyes and four fangs, his body the color of a rain cloud in 
summer (7b7-9). 

Such details of appearance suggest that, by the time that the Mahavairo - 
tana Siiha was in circulation, a system for the description and classification 
o images existed and was utilized by its compilers. This would suggest that 
iconographic manuals were also in circulation by the sixth and seventh cen- 
uries. With the spread of Vajrayana teachings into China and Japan, these 
in s of manuals proliferated as an adjunct to textual study and for accu¬ 
racy in the preparation of ritual environments. The manuals were called 
ustrated icons (C. tuxiang; J. zuzo), a term found in the Mahavairocana 
ut)a ( 18.5a 13) as well as in Kukai. 55 They combined pictures with cita¬ 

tions from texts and various instructions. 

A number of Japanese manuals of this type survive from the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries* Prepared for the most part by monks of the 
Vajrayana tradition belonging to the Shingon school, the manuals system¬ 
atically^ classify and describe the Buddhas and Buddha-beings of the 
Mahayana manifold. Respective rituals are carefully elucidated; all appro¬ 
priate precedents listed; and scripture quoted at length to further fix the 
pictorial and doctrinal meaning of any given Buddha representation. In the 
orderly arrangement of pictures and texts a sense of control prevails: over 
images, how they are manipulated, where they stand in the world of prax¬ 
is. It is a progression that both originates and ends in the figure of Maha¬ 
vairocana (fig. 1) as “the order of thifigs” in the full sense of Foucault’s term. 
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Taxonomy 

The typical iconographical manual, be it a twelfth-century Japanese text 
such as Besson zakki or a modern equivalent like Sawa Rvuken’s Butsuzo 
zuten , takes each figure of the Mahayana manifold and provides relevant 
iconic, scriptural, and liturgical data in a combination of words, symbols, 
and pictures. The format is encyclopedic and taxonomical. For example, the 
section on Sakyamuni (J. Shaka) in Besson zakki is found under “Buddhas” 
(Tathagata; J. Nyorai); includes a drawing of Sakyamuni seated on a lotus 
in an attitude of preaching (fig. 2); and provides written information on 
physical appearance, mantras, mystical syllables, scriptural sources, com¬ 
mon bodhisattva attendants, and so forth.'' 

The compilers of these manuals were concerned to address two aspects of 
reception in regard to icons and viewers: initial engagement with the figure 
(how is it identified, where has it come from); and interaction and exchange 
(what does it communicate, what can it do, how are its powers reached 
through ritual or prayer). A hierarchical system of classification, using four 
orders of beings, was developed to serve the first purpose of typing and 
identification. The scheme seems to have been based in part on Buddhist 
cosmology, with its multiple levels of existence, and in part on the hierar¬ 
chies of the Womb and Diamond mandalas. On a descending scale of 
awareness and wisdom, the four orders consist of Buddhas, bodhisattvas, 
wisdom kings, and gods. Virtually every iconographic manual, ancient and 
modern, follows this hierarchical model. 

The second purpose, to establish what the icon is doing and why, is 
addressed by attention to hand gestures and to implements (and other 
objects) held in the hands. Hand gestures (muclra ; J. inzo) take many forms 
and have broad implications in a system of signing that alerts viewers to 
what the icon intends (an attitude) or represents (a state of awareness). Some 
hand gestures indicate deep meditation or trance; others show that the icon 
is engaged in some exchange—preaching, comforting—with the viewer; 
others signal hostility or anger. Objects held in the hands are called attrib¬ 
utes and, like gestures, relay useful information about the icon in its rela¬ 
tionship with the viewer. The thousand implements held in the thousand 
arms of one of the forms of Avalokitesvara (J. Kannon) is an extreme example 
of such armamentaria; iconographic manuals laboriously list and illustrate 
each item (fig. 6). Perhaps the most common attribute is the lotus, with its 
implications of purity and the blossoming of wisdom out of impurity. 38 

Diversity of type, gesture, and implement, indeed of body language, is 
crucial because it establishes difference where there is in fact significant 
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sameness in morphology. Most representations of Buddhas and Buddha- 
beings are anthropomorphic: they look like human beings or take the 
human form as their point of departure. They are often gendered in favor 
of the human male, but this derives, not so much from scriptural instruc¬ 
tions, but from the androccntrism that accompanied the institutionaliza¬ 
tion of Buddhism. v; It is well known that “female” Buddhas are not uncom¬ 
mon in the literature and that some “male” Buddhas originated as females 
in a past life. 10 Indeed, most figures of Buddhas and bodhisattvas—the 
upper echelon of the Buddhist manifold—are distinctly androgynous in 
appearance. This is consistent with the insignificance of gender in higher 
states of awareness. That practitioners and commentators have understood 
Buddhas and bodhisattvas as gendered is both force of habit (literally) and 
evidence that the play of illusion remains a fact of life. 

While it is true that anthropomorphism is the rule in representations of 
Buddha and other beings, there arc many variations on human anatomy. 
Bodies come in a variety of colors: gold (e.g., Amitabha), blue (Aksobhya, 
Acalanatha), red (Kundali, Ragaraja), yellow (ManjusrI), blue-black 
(Yamantaka). 1 hey might have multiple heads, or eyes, or arms, like any 
number of bodhisattvas, wisdom kings, or gods; or they might look like an 
ordinary monk, like most representations of Buddha, or a figure of the bod- 
hisattva Ksitigarbha (J. Jizo). Zooanthropomorphic forms are also seen but 
for the most part avoided, as also human figures with multiple legs. Such 
examples, albeit rare, are striking: the human-peacock “female” wisdom 
king, Mahamayuri (J. Kujaku; fig. 11); the form of Avalokitesvara that has 
a horse’s head (Hayagriva; J. Bato Kannon); six-headed, six-armed, 
six-legged Yamantaka (J. Daiitoku; fig. 10). 

The taxonomic structure of Buddhist iconography, with its four orders of 
beings, is the net that holds the various forms in place for Buddhist prac¬ 
tice. Each category of representation has its own particular conventions. 
These seem to have been in place by the time that the Mahdvairocana Sutta 
was written: the sutra, in explaining the Womb mandala, works its way 
through Buddhas, bodhisattvas, wisdom kings, and gods in relatively that 
progression. However, it does not explicitly cite the orders, nor is there any 
general commentary on what entails membership in any given order. Icono- 
graphical manuals such as Besson zakki classify images according to the 
orders but again do not address how any given order is defined. That task 
has fallen to modern compilers of Buddhist iconographical dictionaries, 
among them Sawa Ryuken and Louis Frederic, whose characterizations of 
the four orders are outlined below. 41 
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The category “Buddhas” proceeds from the idea that Buddha has three 
bodies: Dharma, Enjoyment, and Manifestation. Thus the singularity of 
Buddha becomes a multiplicity, and many Buddhas appear in iconographic 
manuals as Buddha. For example, Mahavairocana (J. Dainichi; fig. 1) and 
Buddhalocani (J. Butsugen Butsumo) represent Dharma bodies; Sakyamu- 
ni (fig. 2) is a Manifestation body; and Amitabha (J. Amida; fig. 3) and 
Bhaisajyaguru (J. Yakushi) are Enjoyment bodies in respective Buddha- 
fields to west and east. There is also a Buddha subcategory called “Wisdom 
peaks” (Usnisa; J. Butcho-son), after the cranial protuberance that is one of 
the thirty-two signs that identify a Buddha body; it includes Ekaksarosnisa- 
cakra (J. Ichiji-kinrin) and Vikirnosnisa (J. Shijoko Butcho). 

Representations of Buddha follow two conventions: either the figure is 
shown in the guise of a monk (but with a full head of hair); or it is shown 
as a king. As a monk, Buddha wears a simple robe thrown over the left 
shoulder to leave the chest and sometimes shoulders bare, and a dhoti (Figs. 
2,3). There is no ornament or jewelry shown. Buddha in the form of a king 
is shown wearing a crown and high topknot of hair; a dhoti; and a sash or 
scarf and jewelry over a bared chest. Such royal costuming is reserved, inter¬ 
estingly enough, for Mahavairocana, Ekaksarosnisa-cakra, and other repre¬ 
sentations of the Dharma body (fig. 1). It is related to the early association 
of Buddha with the Indian ideal of righteous kingship as embodied in the 
notion of the Cakravartin-raja (Wheel-Roller King). 42 

All Buddha depictions include at least a few of the more obvious marks 
unique to the Buddha body: a cranial protuberance; elongated ears; a whorl 
of hair on the forehead between the brows; curly hair in the distinctive 
snail shell configuration. It is understood on the basis of scripture that 
Buddha is a colossus, whether Vairocana (J. Birushana) or Amitabha, and 
that the Buddha body is greater than any other. 43 Typically a Buddha is 
shown seated in meditation, as befits the state of awareness that is repre¬ 
sented, but there are many examples of seated, and standing figures 
engaged in acts of instruction, comfort, or succor. Buddha images tend to 
be enstatic in appearance, symmetrical, and generally of reserved aspect 
despite occasionally dynamic hand gestures. For example, Mahavairocana 
sits still even as its hands form the “militant” fist of wisdom—a violent and 
sexually charged gesture—that signifies its adamantine and all-possessing 
powers as a form of hyperknowledge. 44 In a manner entirely consistent with 
the paradigmatic function of an icon, Buddha images are always shown in 
place: seated or standing on a diamond-like promontory, on a throne, on a 
lotus, occasionally on a lion. 
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The category "Bodhisattvas” (J. Bosatsu) is the largest of the four orders 
and proves the importance of this being to Mahayana practice. A bod¬ 
hisattva, it is well known, is a creature in transit, somewhere between a 
postponed Buddhahood and the realm of sentient beings whence it has 
emerged. Bodhisattvas embody compassion but also change: the awaken¬ 
ing of the human heart to Buddha nature, a slow progress toward enlight¬ 
enment, the contingency of wisdom as it unfolds. Typically a bodhisattva is 
depicted in humanlike form and appears androgynous; many bodhisattvas 
have multiple heads and arms. The clothing worn by a bodhisattva is 
appropriate to a prince and resembles that of Mahavairocana: crown, high 
topknot, earrings, bare chest covered with a sash and necklaces, dhoti, 
ankle bracelets, and so forth (fig. 4). An exception is Ksitigarbha, who is 
dressed as a monk for journeys along the six paths of existence to help those 
trapped in the coils of samara. 

Bodhisattvas arc understood to be extroverted, ready to grant aid to 
those in need, and so their representations often suggest that the figure is 
moving in space with eyes looking at the beholder. A bodhisattva may 
stand in languorous contraposto with hips swaying; may sit in relaxation with 
one leg bent at the knee; may seem to walk toward the viewer; may even 
raise multiple arms to fan cobra-like around the upper body. In the majority 
of cases a bodhisattva also has a place to stand or sit on, usually a lotus blos¬ 
som, but sometimes an animal “vehicle” (vdhana). For example, Manjusn 
(J. Monju) rides a lion, Samantabhadra (J. Fugen), an elephant (fig. 7). 

The* category “Wisdom kings” (Vidyaraja; J. Myoo) derives from 
Vajrayana belief that dheirani —magical or mystical sounds—are super¬ 
charged with the vast energies of Mahavairocana and, ultimately, wisdom. 
Wisdom kings arc dharani embodied, which is to say that they arc mani 
festations of the great forces of the secret teachings. They exist to protect 
and disseminate the teachings of Buddha by forcefully obstructing evil an 
by awakening the lay community to Buddhism. In essence wisdom 
are a form of bodhisattva, but their distinctive characteristics give t em 
unique status in the iconographical manifold. 

With one or two exceptions, wisdom kings look frightening and bel¬ 
ligerent. They are depicted with angry faces and muscular male bodies t at 
take a variety of dynamic poses; their flesh bristles with hair; they ave 
multiple arms and heads; some have many legs like an insect (e.g., 
Yamantaka) (Figs. 8, 9, 10). Even their costumes are intimidating. 

Although wisdom kings typically are shown in the same princely garb as 
bodhisattvas, they also wear animal skins (Trailokyavijaya, Kundali) and 
sometimes even human skulls (Kundali) (Figs. 9, 10). Usually they stand 
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atop outcroppings of rock or crystal (Acalanatha) (fig. S); some ride a buf¬ 
falo or cow (Yamantaka) (fig. 10); some squash creatures representative of 
desire and other evils (Trailokyavijaya) (fig. 9). Wisdom kings are also called 
“Angry kings” (Khodharaja; J. Funnuo) in keeping with this aggressive 
body language. 

The category “Gods” (Dcva; J. Ten) contains the benevolent riffraff of the 
Mahayana universe. These are beings not much different from humans in 
that they inhabit, with people and animals, the world of illusion. As distin¬ 
guished from Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and wisdom kings, who guide sen¬ 
tient beings toward enlightenment, gods are charged with the mundane 
task of tutelary protection for Buddhism and its community of practition¬ 
ers. Most gods are Indian in origin, for example, Brahma (J. Bonten) and 
Indra (J. Taishakutcn). They are fully gendered and have either an aristo¬ 
cratic or a military bearing. The majority, whether aristocratic or military, 
have something on which to sit or stand: a lotus blossom, a rock, often a 
pair of demons. There are even some animals who are gods, for example, 
the elephant Gancs'a (J. Shodcn; fig. 15). 

The aristocratic types are so designated for their relatively polite 
demeanor, fancy dress, and quiet poses. A male god in this category, such 
as Brahma or Indra, wears a suit of decorated armor or a costume like that 
of a bodhisattva. Female gods, such as Sarasvati (J. Bcnzaiten; fig. 12) or Sri 
(J. Kichijoten), appear in the noble raiment of queens and princesses. In 
sharp contrast are the rough types, the body guards and bouncers, who 
make up the military gods. Some wear suits of armor and brandish weapon¬ 
ry, such as Vaisravana (J. Bishamonten) and others of the Four Heavenly 
Kings (J. Shitenno; Figs. 13, 14). Others are virtually naked, among them 
t e Vajradhara (J. Nio), who pose like weight lifters to display musculature 
an attitude. These military figures usually trample grotesque creatures 
reminiscent of gargoyles. They seem worlds away from peaceful beings such 
odhisattvas, and sotcriologically they are. But military gods are no less 
compassionate than any other member of the Mahayana manifold, and, like 
t e aristocratic gods, they serve Buddha as protectors of people, temples, 
sutras, and Buddhism itself. 

The taxonomy of Buddhas, bodhisattvas, wisdom kings, and gods is just 
t at. a classification that provides a table on which to sort the various 
images that come about in the drive to see and gain insight. As a system of 

ata it is akin to a nautical* chart superimposed on the shifting expanse of 
the sea. Where the chart renders the sea in discrete units—currents, chan¬ 
nels, depths, banks, shoals, islands—the sea itself is all of these things taken 
together and (as a bluewater fisherman would admit) ultimately beyond the 
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reckoning of charts. The chart is a filter by which the vast indivisibility of 
things (the sea) is negotiated. 

Similarly, the Mahayana taxonomy charts a world of interrelations, uni¬ 
ties, potentialities, and constant shifts of identity. Whether in scripture or 
ritual, Buddhas and Buddha-beings rarely appear as alone or discrete as the 
taxonomic order might imply. They are usually presented in the company 
of other Buddhas and Buddha-beings; with crowds of humans and some¬ 
times animals around; entertained by various magical creatures, such as the 
Apsaras (J. Hitcn), a beautiful celestial nymph, and the Kimnara (J. Kin- 
nara), a human bird of melodious voice. Typically, a Buddha is attended by 
two bodhisattvas: Manjusri and Samantabhadra with Sakyamuni, for exam¬ 
ple, or Avalokitesvara and Mahasthamaprapta (J. Seishi) with Amitabha. In 
most cases there are some body guards as well, such as the Four Heavenly 
Kings, who encircle the place where Buddha is, or the Vajradhara, who 
stand sentry nearby. 

Some Buddhas and bodhisattvas appear with retinues so large they 
resemble armies. Sahasrabhuja (J. Senju Kannon), the thousand-armed ver¬ 
sion of Avalokitesvara, has twenty-eight rather fearsome-looking servants. 
Sakyamuni heads a contingent that, in addition to Manjusri and Samantab¬ 
hadra, includes Mahakasyapa (J. Daikasho), Ananda (J. Anan), Sariputra (J. 
Sharihotsu) and other of his ten disciples; five hundred arhats; and the Four 
Heavenly Kings. Bhaisajyaguru, the Healer Buddha, is attended by the 
bodhisattvas Suryaprabha (J. Nikko) and Candraprabha (J. Gakko); by 
Manjusri, Avalokitesvara, Mahasthamaprapta, and others of a group called 
the Eight Great Bodhisattvas (J. Hachi Daibosatsu); by Khumbira (J. Rubi- 
ra), Vajra (J. Bazara), Mihira (J. Mckira), Andira (J. Anteira), and others of 
the Twelve ^aksa Generals; and by seven emanations emerging like clones 
from his own body in his own image. 

Emanation, of course, is as basic a paradigm as the play of absence and 
presence. Fundamentally speaking, the whole of the Mahayana manifold 
itself emanates from Buddha as the Dharma body (understood as 
Mahavairocana in the Vajrayana tradition). In this sense there arc no stable 
iconic identities but rather various states of multiplicity and intersubjectivity. 
Amitabha may appear in nine identical forms, for example, Ksitigarbha in 
six. In a more complex articulation of the same principle, Mahavairocana 
gives rise to what are called the Five Wisdom Buddhas, namely, Mahavairo¬ 
cana, Aksobhya (J. Ashuku), Amitabha, Ratnasambhava (J. Hosho), and Amo- 
gasiddhi (J. Fukujoju). Each in turn produces respective bodhisattva and 
wisdom-king emanations that simultaneously have their own distinct iden¬ 
tities separate from any role as an emanation. For example, Mahavairocana 
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(fig. 1) is also the bodhisattva Samantabhadra (fig. 7) and the wisdom king 
Acalanatha (J. Fudo; fig. 8), Amitabha is also Avalokites'vara (fig. 4) and 
Yamantaka (fig. 10), even as each of these bodhisattvas and wisdom kings 
has a unique personality apart from Mahavairocana or Amitabha, as well as 
its own scriptures and rituals. 

A remarkable collection of emanations occurs in the case of Avalokites- 
vara. There are at least thirty-three forms of Avalokitcsvara, “the all-seeing, 
a number so large that iconographers have occasionally assigned it a sepa¬ 
rate order in their manuals: “Avalokitesvaras (J. Kannon). The forms range 
from human to animal and across gender, as befits a bodhisattva who 
embodies the Mahayana ideal of compassion and understanding through 
expedient means. Aryavalokitesvara (Lokesvara) is the prime and usually 
appears in the guise of a human with monstrous or magical features (eyes 
in the palms of the hands) not immediately evident (fig. 4). Others arc 
memorable for the imaginative shapes that they take: eleven heads with 
some frowning and others laughing (Ekadasamukha; J. Juichimen Kannon; 
fig. 5); a thousand arms and eleven heads (Sahasrabhuja; fig. 6); a horse face 
with an angry expression (Hayagriva). Still others, with four and six arms, 
hold attributes or make gestures that set the context of worship. 
Amoghapasa (J. Fukukenjaku), for example, grasps the rope and hook that 
enables it to capture humans like fish from the sea. 

These emanations and transformations can only destabilize a system, be 
it a taxonomy or a doctrine, that seeks to establish some level of perma¬ 
nence for a subject that in effect docs not exist yet is patently present. Any 
reading of Mahayana iconography must take into account the strength of 
this dichotomy, for it reaches to the core of the Buddhist episteme. If there 
are orders and classifications—Buddhas, bodhisattvas, wisdom kings, 
gods—there are also all the ties that bind them together as one in the 
moment of unification that seeing, ultimately, grants and destroys. 

“Where it came from” 

What we see when we see Buddha turns out to be a lot and entirely con¬ 
tingent. Seeing is active, not passive: we sec what we want to see. The par¬ 
adox and incongruity of Mahayana iconography, where the fundamental 
condition is that Buddha is outside the space of representation, make the 
act of seeing as charged, as laden, as any philosophical rumination on non¬ 
substantiality. Jn pictures and icons, as in words, realization comes about 
through illusion, which might-be the whispered insinuation of Mara at 
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Buddhas ear, or the boundless encerprise of ekphrasis that the voices of the 
sutras call out to us so we can see. 


Mahayana iconography celebrates figuration as a mysterium tremendum et 
fascinans. Its army of bodies, each with a place to stand on, offers a practical 
means to visualizing a referent that constantly shifts and finally does not exist. 
There is a body for everyone, and a social order: kings and vassals, servants, 
laborers. There arc visions, filled with Buddha bodies, that make ignorance 
into bliss. But these are like the grapes of Zeuxis, a counterfeit truth in the 
field of representations: they are decoys, lures, the perfect illusion. When 
Sudana asks Maitreya where the vision has gone, the one that fills the 
Avatamsaka Sutra like a vivid hallucination, the answer is blunt: where it 
/ r ° m ^ 9.782b). There could be no better way than that to answer 
c e iggest question of all, why is there something rather than nothing. 
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that measures from two and a half to five meters. For Japanese iconometrics, see 
Ota Koboku, Butsuzo chokoku giho (Tokyo: Sogeisha, 1980). 

44. See Saunders, Mmlrd, 102-107. 
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45. Wisdom kings for this reason might also be called Dharani kings, in that 
the term vidya (J. my 6) indicates knowledge, or wisdom, attained at the deepest 
levels of invocation; see Mochizuki Shinkyo, Mocbizuki bukkyo daijiten (Tokyo: 
Sekai Seiten Kanko Kyokai, 1960-1963) V, 4779, and Ariga Yoshitaka, Bntsuga no 
kansbo kiso chishiki (Tokyo: Shibundo, 1996) 109. 
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Buddhist Spirituality 
in Modern Taiwan 

Heng-Ching Shim 


T aiwanese Buddhism originally came from mainland China. Most 
historical records indicate that it was gradually importe into t le 
island after the arrival of Cheng Cheng-kung, a general during 
the end of the Ming (1368-1644) Dynasty who had been fight¬ 
ing against Ch’ing (1644—1912) soldiers along the southern coast o ujian 
Province and who retreated to Taiwan after failing to occupy tie ower 
reaches of the Yangtze River. He expelled the Dutch, who had been occ 
pying Taiwan, and along with his son made the island a base of re e o 
against the Ch’ing Dynasty. Taiwan gradually became prosperous 
attracted many immigrants who brought Buddhism with them. 

Taiwanese Buddhism can be divided into three periods. (1) to 
of the Ming Dynasty to the end of the Ch ing Dynasty, (2) uri ^ 
Japanese occupation (1895-1945); and (3) ftom the recover) o ^ 

(1945) to the present. The first group o f Buddhist monks w io cam ^ 

wan with Cheng Ch’eng-kung were mostly from the Lin c 1 ^ , e 

Fujian Province. Initially small, their number continued to grow, an 
end of the Ch’ing Dynasty, four major lineages had Lun g; 

lowing centers: (1) Ling Ch’uan Monastery at Mt. ^ y un 

(2) Ling Yun Monastery at Mt. Wu-ku Kuan-yin in - P » y a 

Monastery at Ta Hu in Miao Li; and (4) Chao Feng Monas y * 

^JTfi^eriod, (he Pure Land and CWa„, 

and Ts’ao-tung schools, enjoyed the demented by Dharma- 

marily a combination of Pure Land and Ch an, PI • rhpre 

teaching and Precepts. Because of the emphasis on persona p ’ 

was little activity in the field of preaching and writing, though "here were 
a few monks who were very knowledgeable in the Dharma. This deficiency 
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signifies that Ch’ing-period Taiwan did not yet have a fully mature Bud¬ 
dhist culture. A very special lay Buddhism was transmitted from the main¬ 
land, the so-called Chai-chiao (vegetarian sect), which emphasized 
purification of body and mind, control of craving and desire, and absten¬ 
tion from nonvegetarian and stimulating food, and from sexual indulgence, 
alcohol, and gambling. Most of its female followers were celibate. Actually, 
Chai-chiao was not pure Buddhism but a popular amalgam of Buddhist 
teaching, Confucianism, and Taoism. However, because it satisfied the reli¬ 
gious needs of the general public, its influence was great. During the Japan¬ 
ese occupation, for convenience of management, the government placed all 
Chai-chiao organizations under the South Seas Buddhist Association and 
classified them as lay Buddhist associations under different monasteries. 
There were three major groups of Chai-chiao in Taiwan: Chin Chuang, 
Lung Hua, and Hsien T’ien. In addition to its religious importance, it was 

a close-knit social organization that made great contributions to society and 
the economy. 

The Japanese were the colonial rulers of Taiwan from 1895 to 1945, 
w en Taiwan was recovered. Although the relationship between Taiwanese 

u dhism and Chinese Buddhism was not severed during this period, there 
was a tremendous influence from Japanese Buddhism. Japan pursued its 
co onia policy of Japanizing Taiwanese Buddhism gently and slowly. The 
in^^M .* nC ^^ cd a PP°i n ting Japanese monks to preach in Taiwan, register- 
send' ° C k ^ a * wanesc monasteries under different Japanese Buddhist sects, 
ese ji ° Sen ^ a ‘ wancsc monks to study in Japan, and publishing Japan- 
and th ^ Cr * 0c ^ ca * s * Taiwanese monks wore Japanese monastic attire, 

the T WCrC a ^ owcd co marry and to eat meat. The monasteries followed 
menr CSC architectural design and setting, and were under the manage- 
namcs ° { aP K aneSC Bu< J < J*' llst sects. Lay surnames were added to the Dharma- 
lamn^ 0 n and nuns * Somc monks received training from the 

nese \ ° U 1 * St ^ ssoc ^ at ^ ()n and no longer took full precepts in the Chi- 


conrar/ apa u CS i C ^ to (Ts ao " tun &) school was the earliest group to make 
Patriotic^ ur aiWancsc Bud dhists. Jn 1912 the Soto school set up a 
u dlllst Society through the Chai- chiao in Tainan, in order to 
effnrr aiwa * lese Buddhists to its organization for easier monitoring. Their 
s were helped by the Hsi Lai Temple incident in 1915 that occurred 
t y a terwar s. Hsi Lai Temple was an important Chai-chiao temple in 
ainan ity. A certain Yii Ch ing-fang used this temple as a liaison center 
or resistance activities against the Japanese occupation, seeking to arouse 
peoples patriotism through religion. As a result of the disturbance this 
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caused, many conservative Chai-chiao organizations applied to join the 
Patriotic Buddhist Society in order to be protected by the Japanese Soto 
school. The orthodox Buddhist samghas reluctantly followed the Chai- 
chiao devotees and applied to belong to the Japanese Buddhist sects for 
their own safety. They founded the Buddhist Youth Association of Taiwan 
in 19KS and the South Seas Buddhist Association in 1921. The latter was a 
Buddhist organization for the whole of Taiwan. It gathered almost all the 
best people in the Buddhist circle of the time, such as Dharma-master Shan 
Hui of Ling Ch’uan Monastery, Dharma-master Pen Yuan of Ling Yun 
Monastery, and Dharma-master Chuch Li of Fa Yun Monastery. Although 
these two Buddhist associations were under Japanese supervision, they were 
free to preach the Dharma. 

The Buddhist Youth Association of Taiwan engaged in teaching and 
preaching by sponsoring lectures and publishing journals for its members, 
while the Nan Ying Buddhist Association made its greatest contribution by 
conducting Buddhist lectures around the whole island and holding study 
seminars regularly in monasteries. These were substantial in content, 
including a specifically Buddhist curriculum (e.g. Diamond Sutra , Vimala- 
kirti Sutra, Lotus Sutra) and general subjects such as Chinese and history. It 
is worth mentioning that, of the sixteen study seminars, two were for 
women. 

In 1925 the Nan Ying Buddhist Association and the Fa \un Institute of 
Buddhist Studies (founded by Dharma-master Chuch Li) together spon¬ 
sored a'seminar that lasted for six months for the Buddhist nuns in Taiwan. 
That was the first opportunity for women in Taiwan to study Buddhism in 
public officially and systematically and indeed marked the beginning of 
formal education in Buddhism for Buddhist women in Taiwan. In 1923, the 
Nan Ying Buddhist Association started to issue the Nan Ying Buddhist Join - 
nal , which published essays on the reforms of Taiwanese Buddhism, expla 
nations of Buddhist teachings, accounts of Japanese Buddhism and culture, 
and discussions of Taiwanese folk religions. This publication is a valuable 
source of historical information on Taiwanese Buddhism and folk religion 
during the Japanese occupation. 

Four major sects of Taiwanese Buddhism during the Japanese occupation 
were separately engaged in preaching the Dharma and in education. e 
K’ai Yuan Monastery founded the Samgha School. The Fa Yun Monastery 
established the Fa Yun Institute of Buddhist Studies for the education of 
monks and nuns. Dharma-master Shan Hui of Ling Ch uan Monastery and 
Dharma-master Pen Yuan of Ling Yun Monastery together established the 
Taiwan Buddhist Middle School for both laymen and monks. However, 
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because the education of monks and nuns was not well organized and Bud¬ 
dhist institutes were few, the quality of the monks and nuns was not high. 
Since very few monks or nuns preached the Dharma, the lay devotees were 
unable to establish right belief. Thus the modernization ot Taiwanese Bud¬ 
dhism did not really start until the third period. 

This period extends from the recovery of Taiwan (1945) to the present. 
As internal self-awakening matched external social changes, Taiwanese Bud¬ 
dhism progressed on many fronts and is today recognized in international 
Buddhist and academic circles as one of the Buddhist cultures with the 
greatest vitality and potential for development. The development over the 
last fifty years can be further divided into three stages: from 1945 to I960, 
from 1961 to 1980, and from 1981 to the present. 

After the Japanese occupation ended in 1945, the Kuomintang (Nation¬ 
alist Party) regime took over Taiwan. Over the next fifteen years, because 
of oppressive political rule, economic hardship, and social ignorance, Bud¬ 
dhism developed slowly. However, a few measures taken by Buddhists at 
this time laid the foundation for future development. The rebuilding of 
Chinese Buddhism in Taiwan should be attributed to two groups of monks 
who came to Taiwan from mainland China. 

The first group came in 1949, in the wake of the Nationalist government 
that moved to Taiwan after the communist takeover of the mainland. It 
included Dharma-mastcrs Pai Sheng, Chih Kuang, Nan T’ing, and others, 
icir main contribution was the reconstruction of the Buddhist precepts, 
c ^ at c ^ e traditional Chinese system of Buddhism could be restored, 
arma-master Pai Sheng and others also founded the Buddhist Associa¬ 
tion of the Republic of China, with branches all over Taiwan. All monas¬ 
teries and individuals could become members. Although the Buddhist 
ssociation of the Republic of China had the function of uniting and struc¬ 
turing Buddhism in Taiwan, it became merely a mouthpiece of the govern¬ 
ment ecause of government control and because it was led by conservative 
people like Pai Sheng and others for decades. 

ie second group consisted of those who fled to Hong Kong and then to 
Ye W pH a ^ tCr ma * n ^ an< ^ ^11 t0 the communists. It included Yin Shun, 
R Cn . , e *’ ^ ao ^ n ’ an< ^ others. Their main contributions were their work on 
U * St e( ^ uca tion and Buddhist philosophy. 

ter Taiwan was returned, the Chinese Buddhist tradition of transmit¬ 
ting t e precepts was restored. During the Japanese occupation, some mon¬ 
asteries had conducted the transmission of precepts, and some monks and nuns 
even went to Japan or mainland China to receive the precepts, but their num¬ 
ber was extremely small. At that time there were many “home-leaving” 
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women belonging to Chai-chiao. Unlike Buddhist nuns, they did not shave 
their hair or take precepts. Although they really had left their families and 
stayed in monasteries all the time to practice, they did not conform fully to 
the Buddhist rules and regulations of monastic life. Furthermore, under the 
influence of traditional Japanese Buddhism, many Taiwanese monks mar¬ 
ried and ate meat, which was even more incompatible with the Buddhist 
regulations. These situations gradually improved with the establishment of 
precept-transmission. In 1953, the Dharma-masters who had come from 
the mainland held the first transmission of the Full Precepts in Three I lat- 
forms at Ta Hsien Monastery in Tainan County. After that, various monas 
teries took turns yearly to transmit the full precepts of bhikkhus and 
bhikkhunis. In the past four decades, tens of thousands of monks and nuns 
have been formally ordained and taken the full precepts. Even though some 
problems have arisen in the transmission of precepts, the establishment of 
rules and regulations for precept-transmissions effectively extricate Tai 
wanesc Buddhism from the influence of Japanese Buddhism. It a so 
strengthened the samgha’s ideology and practice of precepts, an e ^ a 
lished the positive and pure image of the samgha in the minds of t e u 
dhist lay devotees. . . 

Besides the tri msmission of precepts, the active establishment o 
tutes of Buddhist studies was also an important factor in the c\e °P^ r 
of Taiwanese Buddhism. During the Japanese occupation Bu ' lisc 
tion in Taiwan was not common, and some monks and nuns cl0S ^ / t , y uan 
Japan to receive more systematic Buddhist education. After “D 
Kuang Monastery at Chung Li was the first to establish a Bu IS 
tute. Its abbot, Venerable Miao Kuo, invited Dharma-master z u ^ ^ 
from mainland China to Taiwan to run the school as early as . 

Hang first toured the whole island to talk about his ideas of e ucatio , 
kindled a new hope of reviving Taiwanese Buddhism and mace me 
nuns eager to attend schools. In the next twenty years, about twe y 
dhist schools were founded one after another; the num er ia ^ 
reached about thirty by the nineties, despite the persistence o Qn 

insurmountable problems connected with the education o 
both the conceptual and organizational levels. 

The second phase lasted from 1961 to 1980. During t ese yec 
wanese economy was about to take off, and education ^ as 
ular. These timely conditions provided great impetus or u 
greatest accomplishment within the religion in this perio was the 
ing of Buddhist societies in colleges and universities, an c ese iave e p 
to raise the level of Buddhist culture among both mon s anc ay P eo l 
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Credit for this goes to Upasaka Chou Hsuan-tc, a pioneer in preaching the 
Dharma to college students. In 1958, on his sixtieth birthday, he gave 
money for the publication of one thousand copies of the Pa-ta ren cbneh thing 
(Sutra of Eightfold Enlightenment) and The Characteristics and Values of Bud¬ 
dhism, and donated them to college students, encouraging them to write 
essays after studying them. On the Buddha’s birthday in I960, thanks to 
his unstinting efforts, National Taiwan University formed the first college 
Buddhist society—the Ch’en Hsi Buddhist Society. Soon afterward, 
National Normal University formed the Chung-tao Society. After that, 
Buddhist societies were formed in succession in colleges all over Taiwan, 
over seventy in all, and there is now one in virtually every college or uni¬ 
versity. These societies have guided innumerable students to intensive 
engagement with Buddhist doctrine and practice. After graduation, some 
students have formed societies for lay devotees, which play their role in dif- 
e rent professions and trades, and some have even become monks or nuns 
to preach professionally. 

In addition, the organization of college Buddhist lectures and Buddhist 
1 ' 11 M ner Cam ^ >S an< ^ establishment of college Buddhist scholarships were 
lg . y c ^ ectlve m bringing intellectuals to study Buddhism. Many monas- 
sponsored summer camps that provided opportunities for young 
ectuals to learn Buddhism and to experience Buddhist life. Besides 
p nsoring activities by various college Buddhist societies, the Wisdom 
ii . U . ^ cat ^ ons (founded by Chou Hsuan-tc) also sponsored and han- 
the Fa ^ uc ^^ st scholarships, such as the Maitreya Scholarship, 

one 30 nan Scholarship, and some twenty others. Every year, about 
scholar 1^° Un< ^ re< ^ undergraduate and graduate students receive these 
helnecT ^ app * lcants ^ avc to submit a paper on Buddhism, it has 

In this° lm ^ r ^ VC C ^ e understanding of Buddhism among college students. 
very p 0D P | eri °iJ^ UC *^ ist magazines, totaling about twenty to thirty, were 
emnh^ic ^ c • ? St r ^ cse magazines were general publications with an 

the purposes oT A ^ h ° Ugh the y were not highly academic, they served 
Buddhki- c • P reac *ng and teaching to the public. Popular editions of 
maior Duhfv tUrCS mac * e r ^ e * at ter available to the interested public. A 
tiated and T ' ng | P j°i ect: ’ a new edition of the Chinese Tripitaka Canon ini- 
than twenty^a^ V ^ deV ° teeS> was eventuall y completed after more 

rlKk ^ • °u C * mp ^ rtant sta 8 e in the development of modern Taiwanese Bud- 
l R jjl, 0 ° nc r ° m *981 to the present. Building on the foundation laid by 
Buddhists of the previous two stages, and helped by the highly devel- 
p aiwancse economy and a more open social and political environment, 
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Taiwanese Buddhism Ivas achieved great things in the areas of preaching, 
Buddhist studies, social education, medical aid, and charitable work. Tai¬ 
wanese Buddhism today is very active. Many Buddhists participate in 
indoor activities such as lectures and sessions of seven-day meditation and 
seven-day Buddha-recitation and outdoor activities such as making pilgrim¬ 
age to monasteries. The social concern of Buddhists, academic research car¬ 
ried out by Buddhist scholars, and even the exploration of new Buddhist 
concepts are much more lively than at any previous time. These auspicious 
phenomena are linked to the promotion of a “Buddhism of humanity” or 
“society-oriented Buddhism.” Taiwanese Buddhism has shed its previous 
image of being rigid, reclusive, passive, pessimistic, and superstitious and 
has developed life-oriented, popularized, modernized, and diversified 
approaches. The remainder of this article presents some of the most impor¬ 
tant features of contemporary Taiwanese Buddhism. 


Preaching Activities 

The style of preaching of Taiwanese Buddhism has changed from the tradi¬ 
tional and nonaggressive style of “neither rejecting anyone who comes nor 
pursuing anyone who leaves” to become more positive and active. This has 
been achieved by sponsoring such religious activities as large- and small- 
scale Buddhist lectures, summer camps and winter camps, Buddhist talks 
in prisons, short-term monastic experience as a monk or nun, pilgrimage 
activities, preaching programs on radio and television, and sessions of 
seven-day meditation and seven-day Buddha-recitation. Many monks and 
nuns give Buddhist lectures regularly or irregularly. Some expound a cer¬ 
tain scripture, while others explore in depth a specific topic of Buddhist 
doctrine. These are the main opportunities for the laity to learn Buddhism. 
Some Dharma-masters also hold large-scale lectures that usually attract 
thousands and even tens of thousands of listeners, and thus exert remark¬ 
able influence. Many lay people also lecture. 

In the past, many monasteries held summer camps for college stu cn ^’ 
with a planned curriculum, to enable them to understand Buddhist teac 
ing and to have a personal experience of monastic life. Recently, summer 
camps have been diversified for different groups, such as chi ren, 
teenagers, and teachers. Curricula and activities are geared to the different 
participants, so as to increase their confidence, religious experience, and 
experience in life. For example, teachers learn how to relate Buddhist teach¬ 
ings to contemporary social issues and problems and how to apply Buddhist 
educational concepts in their teaching job. 
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In order to carry out the traditional Buddhist rules and regulations, and 
to allow lay Buddhists to experience the life of the samgha, some monas¬ 
teries sponsor “short-term leaving home." "Leaving home” in Chinese Bud¬ 
dhism is for life. This differs from Theravada Buddhism, which has a prac¬ 
tice of “short-term leaving home.” For those modern Buddhists who long 
for monastic life but are unable to undertake it for life, a short-term expe¬ 
rience as monks or nuns can give them the opportunity to experience reli¬ 
gious life without interfering with their social responsibilities. Thus, many 
Buddhists are drawn to participate. 

Besides such traditional Dharma-assemblies as prostration to the Bud¬ 
dha, repentance, and so forth, “seven-day practice" is one of the most 
favored Buddhist activities in Taiwan. The aim is to find deeper religious 
experience or even enlightenment in a practice of seven days. In order to 
obtain better results in a short period, cultivators frequently do intensive 
and time-limited practice. If only the recitation of Buddha’s name is prac¬ 
ticed, it is called seven-day Buddha-recitation (fo-ch'i); if only Ch’an medi¬ 
tation is practiced, it is called seven-day meditation (ch'an-cb'i); if only 
Kuan-yin Bodhisattva’s name is chanted, it is called seven-day Kuan Yin. 
At present, Dharma-master Wei Chueh of Ling Ch’uan Monastery in Taipei 
is the most respected of those who conduct sessions of seven-day medita¬ 
tion. His followers are from all walks of life, ranging from peddlers and civil 
servants to high officials and rich merchants, and many of them are able to 
obtain profound experience in meditation under his guidance. Nowadays, 
meditation has become so popular in society that many Buddhists meditate 
at home every day. Some even form organizations of different sizes to prac¬ 
tice together at night or on weekends. 

At the moment, lay Buddhism is also flourishing in Taiwan. The laity 
have their own organizations. They hold frequent and varied preaching 
activities, such as Buddhist lectures by lay Buddhists who are very knowl¬ 
edgeable in the Dharma. In the early years, the more influential lay organ¬ 
izations included the Wisdom Torch founded by Chou Hsuan -te, and the 
Taichung Pure-land Buddhist Society founded by Lee Ping-nan. The latter, 
a pious Pure-land practitioner, was well-versed in Buddhism and Confu¬ 
cianism. His life-goal was to nourish lay devotees’ faith in the Pure Land. 
He founded Buddhist societies, conducted regular assemblies to chant Bud¬ 
dha s name, and expounded Pure Land Scriptures. He has taught innumer¬ 
able lay Buddhists. In the last ten years, because the number of intellectu¬ 
al and young Buddhists has significantly increased, lay Buddhism has flour¬ 
ished even more. Such groups as Wei-man Hsueh-hui (Vimalakirti and 
Srimala Study Society), Hsin-yu Buddhist Cultural Center, and Modern 
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Ch’an have developed distinctive views and styles in interpreting and prac¬ 
ticing the Buddhist doctrines. A group of Buddhist scholars has formed the 
Modern Association tor Buddhist Studies, which aims to give consideration 
to both faith and an academic study of Buddhism. Recently many public 
figures—high officials, people’s representatives, actors and performers— 
have become Buddhists. This has imperceptibly given an impetus to the 
study of Buddhism in society. Some lay Buddhists have even set up foun¬ 
dations to promote the preaching of Dharma and Buddhist culture. 


Academic Study of Buddhism 

In recent years the number of intellectual Buddhists has increased, and the 
quality of monks and nuns also has significantly improved. However, the 
development of academic study of Buddhism has been slower. There are 
external and internal reasons for this. The external reason is that in the past 
few decades the Ministry of Education, far from encouraging academic 
studies in Buddhism, prohibited colleges and universities from having any 
curriculum of religion. Under this ignorant and inappropriate educational 
policy, academic research on religion, particularly Buddhist studies, could 
not be pursued within the regular educational system. It was only in 1991 
that the ban was lifted. 

1 he internal reason for the slower development of Buddhist studies in 
Taiwan is. that Taiwanese Buddhist groups did not realize the importance of 
such studies. Consequently, there was no active training of qualified aca¬ 
demic people. In early years, although many traditional monasteries ran 
Buddhist schools, they emphasized the training of monks and nuns, and 
rejected or even despised the modern academic method of investigating the 
Dharma. However, things have improved in recent years. At present, there 
are two graduate schools of Buddhist studies, founded by a nunnery and a 
monastery, which are of larger scope and higher standards: the Fa Kuang 
(Buddha Light) Institute of Buddhist Studies and the Chung-hua Institute 
of Buddhist Studies. Their graduate students are required to receive train 
ing in the canonical languages, to acquire a good command of research 
methods in Buddhism, and to have a broad understanding of the historica 
development of Buddhism and the important doctrines. However, because 
the institutes are not recognized by the Ministry of Education, they cannot 
grant a master’s degree. Many graduates of these institutes are continuing 
their advanced studies in Japan, America, Europe, India, or other countries. 
Given the solid formation they have received in Taiwan and the additional 
research training abroad, it can be anticipated that a new generation of 


426 


ART. SOCIETY. AND MAX' DIRECTIONS 


young Buddhist scholars will emerge in the next ten years. They will 
become a new force for the development of Buddhist studies in Taiwan. 

Another turning point benefiting Buddhist studies is that the Ministry of 
Education has lifted the ban on the establishment of private colleges and 
universities. So far one fully accredited university and three colleges have 
been established by Buddhist organizations. In those schools graduate 
schools of religious studies were set up to enhance Buddhist studies. How¬ 
ever, the establishment of the department or the graduate school of Bud¬ 
dhist studies is still banned by the Ministry of Education. 

At present, Buddhist academic research in Taiwan mainly comes from the 
thirty to forty Buddhist scholars who are teaching in the departments of 
philosophy, history, or literature in various colleges and universities. Their 
expertise includes almost all areas of Buddhism, and each year brings a rich 
crop of publications. Although Buddhist studies are not taken seriously in 
public universities, Buddhist scholars at the National Taiwan Universities 
managed to set up a Center for Buddhist Studies in 1995. Even without any 
support from the University, the Center holds conferences on Buddhism, 
publishes an annual journal, and has set up a database on Buddhism for 
international use on the Internet. Recently the Center, with the help of 
some Buddhist organizations, has launched a five-year project of comput¬ 
erizing the Taisho Buddhist Canon, which it will make available free on CD 
and on the Internet. 

A group of Buddhist scholars formed a Modern Society for Buddhist 
tudies in 1990. Its aims are: (1) to promote research in Buddhism; (2) to 
, ^ nVCne aca dcmic conferences on Buddhism; (3) to issue academic journals; 
to accept inquiries from public and private organizations, or commis- 

B°Hr1D Carr ^ ° Ut researc h projects; and (5) to have cultural exchange with 
list research organizations overseas. For example, members of this 

land ^h aVC ° r ^ an * zc< ^ a £ rou P t0 study Ta-li Buddhism in Yunnan in main- 
n ma, resulting in a collection of monographs. Another important 
Ca em * c acc lvity is the annual United Conference on Buddhism. The par- 
pants are graduate students at various Buddhist institutes in Taiwan, 
purpose of this conference is to promote Buddhist research and to fos- 
tu ents ability to write, discuss, and give verbal critiques of papers, 
se con erences are a valuable opportunity for students to exchange 
views and to learn from one another. 

In the field of Buddhism in Taiwan, the most outstanding scholar is the 
ninety-three-year-old Dharma-master Yin Shun. A deep connoisseur of 
u list tradition and a prolific author, he is praised as the most out¬ 
standing Tripitaka-master of Chinese Buddhism in recent centuries. 
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Although he says he has spent most effort on the Agama Sutras (the early 
Buddhist canon), the scope of his studies is extremely broad. His contribu¬ 
tions to Buddhist research include: 

1. An exposition of the meaning of pratityasamutpada (dependent origi¬ 
nation) and sunyatd (emptiness) in the study of Madhyamika. Yin Shun 
is one of the very few scholars in the San-lun School since Chia-hsiang 
Chi-tsang (549—623) who has a profound understanding of its teach¬ 
ing (though he does not profess to belong to this school). His books in 
this area include New Discussion on Madhyamika , Commentary on the 
Madhyarn/ka-kdrikd , and Studies on Sunyatd. 

2. An original and critical view of the system of the Mahayana doctrines. 
Yin Shun distinguishes three systems in Mahayana Buddhism: 
“Name-only with empty-nature” (Madhyamika), “Consciousness-only 
with illusion” (Yogacara), and “Mind-only with true eternity” 
(Tathagatagarbha). His account transcends sectarian bias and follows 
the record of historical development. Although he has reservations 
about Tathagatagarbha thought, he affirms its distinctiveness. His 
book, Studies on Tathagatagarbha , gives a fine exposition of Indian 
Tathagatagarbha thought. 

3. A clear and logical analysis of the development of Indian Buddhism 
and the process of formation of the Buddhist sutras. In The Origin and 
Development of Early Mahayana Buddhism , he answers questions about 
the origin of Mahayana Buddhism, with special emphasis on the role 
played by “cherishing eternally the memory of the Buddha. 

4. Historical studies of Chinese Ch’an, dealing with the formation and 
characteristics of the early Chan school. The History of the Chinese Ch an 
School is the result of his studies. 

The quality and quantity of Yin Shun’s works are extraordinary. Burying 
himself in Buddhist texts for the past seventy years, he is one of very few 
Buddhist scholars in the world who have fully mastered the Chinese Bud¬ 
dhist Scriptures and their contents. 

Buddhist Women in Taiwan 

The most striking feature of Taiwanese Buddhism since 1945 has been the 
emergence of outstanding Buddhist women in large numbers in positions 
of leadership. This phenomenon is extremely rare in the Buddhist world of 
modern or ancient times, in China or elsewhere. Although there have been 
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outstanding Buddhist women, as witnessed in the Scriptures (such as the 
senior nuns in the Therigatba , who attained arhatship; Queen Srimala, who 
preaches the Dharma in the Srimaladevi-sinihanada Sutra, or the goddess 
who teases Sariputra in the Vimalakirti Sutra), Buddhist women have been 
treated unfairly all along in the samgha and in society. They have been dis¬ 
criminated against by the “eight rules for bhikkhunis” and the traditional 
view of women as inferior to men. However, now Buddhist women in Tai¬ 
wan have broken the shackles of thousands of years. They not only stand 
up to men as equals but even exert more influence in society. 

There are three main factors that have enabled the Buddhist women in 
Taiwan to break through the old structures. First, the social ideology is 
more open, with changes in values. Second, the standard of their education 
has risen considerably. Third, women are more independent financially. 
These three factors are related to macrocosmic changes within Taiwan in 
the past four decades. In recent years, Taiwanese society has changed from 
being narrow-minded and conservative to being more democratic and lib¬ 
eral. It allows women to expand their participation in the life of society 
beyond their traditional roles as wives and mothers. Thus, women can 
remain single and have their own careers, or they can give up family life and 
dedicate themselves to Buddhism without having to face as much social or 
family pressure as before. This is one of the main reasons that the number 
of single Buddhist women and bhikkhunis is increasing. 

The number of bhikkhunis in Taiwan is about three times the number of 


bhikkhus. Many bhikkhunis of this younger generation are college gradu¬ 
ates. The greatest asset in the development of the samgha of bhikkhunis is 
their high educational standard. Drawing on their strong educational back¬ 
ground, some of the Buddhist women are active in preaching; some engage 
in educational work, such as running a college or a Buddhist institute; some 
devote themselves to philanthropic or cultural work; and some are zealous 
in social movements. 

The most influential bhikkhuni in Taiwan is Dharma-mastcr Cheng Yen, 
who is honored as the “conscience of Taiwan.” She once witnessed an abo¬ 
riginal woman suffer a miscarriage after being rejected by a hospital 
because she was too poor to pay the registration fee. This incident impelled 
Cheng ^en to form the Tz’u Chi kung-te hui (The association for meritori¬ 
ously compassionate relief) with five nuns and thirty lay devotees in 1966. 
It now has over three million general members and four thousand commit¬ 
tee members around the world, and is the largest and most influential pri¬ 
vate religious organization in Taiwan. The association has four main fields 
of action: charity, medical aid, education, and culture. 
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Tz’u Chi's charitable work includes assisting low-income households, 
supplementing medication in free clinics, relieving various disasters and 
crises, and assisting orphans and the poor in funeral needs. A unique fea¬ 


ture of its charity work is that every case in which assistance is given 
involves a personal, sympathetic contact with the members, after which 
spiritual and material aid is given as needed. Every three months commit¬ 
tee members reexamine the case, and decide to stop or continue assistance 
as the situation requires. Such intimate concern and direct contacts arouse 
the Buddhist spirit of compassion, kindness, joy, and equanimity in the 
minds of givers and receivers. Recently, Tz'u Chi has expanded this work of 
charity to active relief of international disasters, such as floods in 
Bangladesh and mainland China, famine in Ethiopia, and even an earth¬ 
quake in southern California. 


Cheng Yen believes that poverty and illness exist codependently. So, after 
many years of charity work, she started to combine it with the cause of 
medical aid to tackle poverty and illness at the root. In 1986 she built Tz u 
Chi Hospital. Today it is a teaching hospital in eastern Taiwan with equal 
emphasis on clinical treatment and research. It has a medical research cen¬ 
ter, an aboriginal health research office, and a children's development and 
rehabilitation center. A unique feature of the hospital is the support of the 
Tz u Chi Volunteer Service Team, consisting of over two thousand people, and 
of overseas members and college students who work in the hospital as \o 
untcers in their vacation. Their work includes talking sympathetically wit 
patients; bathing patients; bringing patients to register for examination, 
participating in recreational activities, such as singing for patients; and mis¬ 
cellaneous tasks such as delivering medical records, making cotton 
and gauze, and mending bedsheets. They also help with the Concerne 
Discharge Plan, which allows chronic patients to spend less time in io.'j 
tal and to receive care at home. The plan includes home care, home 
and care for the dying. Through such continuous care, patient rea mission 
rates arc lowered. The support of volunteers makes the hospita s vor- 
much more humane, personal, and effective. 

The third cause to which Cheng Yen is devoted is education In order o 
implement her work of charity and medical aid, she founde t le z u u 
Nursing School in 1989 to train nurses for the hospital. In 199^ s ie a so 
established the first accredited Buddhist medical school in history, to train 
doctors in both medical ethics and medical skills. Cheng Yen always empha¬ 
sizes that medical staff should be humane in deed and spirit. At present, the 
medical school has five departments and four graduate schools. The final 
goal is to expand it to become Tz’u Chi University, which will consist of a 
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37. Cheng Yen awarding graduates of the Medical Institute of Tzu-chi College of 
Medicine (March 1997). 


medical school, a college of humanities, a college of religious studies, and a 
college of arts. 

The fourth cause is cultural work, which is the responsibility of the Tz’u 
Chi Cultural Affairs Cejnter. It issues the Tz’u Chi Monthly and Tz’u Chi 
Biweekly , broadcasts radio and television programs, and publishes books on 
literature, history, philosophy, medicine, and Buddhism. Preaching and 
sponsoring activities for social welfare are also their work. For example, 
they promote activities to protect and purify the environment, stressing 
purity of mind as well as of the environment. The very imposing Tz’u Chi 
Memorial Hall, which combines academic, artistic, technological, and edu¬ 
cational functions in one, provides a venue for the promotion of culture to 
academic, cultural, and religious organizations. 

In pursuing these four causes Tz’u Chi practices socially oriented Bud- 

ism, linked closely with the reality of human suffering and welfare. It has 
won recognition from Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike. Probably 
because Cheng Yen is a woman, the majority of the members of Tz’u Chi 
are female, mostly housewives. Since they move freely between family and 
the social work of Tz u Chi, they can break through the confinement of 
their traditional family roles and increase their independence, confidence, 
and sense of accomplishment. More importantly, these housewives receive 
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religious and moral influence from Cheng Yen, and in turn they exert moral 
influence on their family members and communities. Cheng Yen, who has 
great religious charisma, is a spiritual leader who has tapped the Buddhist 
spirit of kindness and compassion to create a beneficial social movement to 
counterbalance the utilitarian atmosphere that has earned Taiwan the 
soubriquet "Island of Greed” in the foreign mass media. 

The educational contribution of Buddhist women is also unprecedented. 
The first officially accredited college ever founded by Buddhists in history, 
the Hua Fan College of Humanities and Technology (now Huan Gan Uni¬ 
versity), was established by Dharma-master Hsiao Yun. She is a dedicated 
educator and Buddhist artist, and has devoted herself to Buddhist educa¬ 
tion for thirty years. Although her idea of education tends to be conserva¬ 
tive, it is bound to develop, since she is now expanding her scope from Bud¬ 
dhist schools to non-Buddhist higher education. She has repeatedly empha¬ 
sized the combination of humanities and technology to nurture a new gen¬ 
eration with a holistic vision of life. In Taiwan Buddhist women’s high stan¬ 
dard of education and their sense of mission facilitate their enthusiastic 
engagement in higher education. At present there are more than a dozen 
Buddhist nuns and lay women teaching at various universities. In addition 
to their academic contribution they are role models for Buddhist women of 
the younger generation. 

Another reason for the prosperity of the Buddhist female samgha in Tai¬ 
wan is that bhikkhunis not only hold the financial power in monasteries but 
also have vast numbers of devotees. With abundant personnel and financial 
resources, they can choose to engage in preaching, education, charity, or 
cultural work with high success. Moreover, in the samgha of bhikkhunis 
there are many virtuous and highly-respected elders and leaders who can 
attract women of the younger generation to study Buddhism, or even to 
join the samgha. In brief, Buddhist women in Taiwan are developing con¬ 
tinuously in an auspicious cycle. They not only play an active role in society, 
but they have also changed the erroneous image of Buddhism as negative 
and rigid. What is more, they have broken away from the sexual discrimi¬ 
nation in traditional ideology and are fully carrying out their religious and 
social functions. In the past decade, the rise of the female samgha in Tai¬ 
wan, the general improvement of their status, and their great contribution 
to education, preaching, social work, and Buddhist economy are all very 
remarkable and without parallel in the female samghas in other Buddhist 
countries. 
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Rise of the Tibetan Esoteric Sect 

Another feature of contemporary Taiwanese Buddhism is the presence of 
the Tibetan Esoteric Sect. After 1949, following the arrival of mainland 
monks, Tibetan esoteric Buddhism also came to Taiwan. The most famous 
teacher was the Chan-chia Living Buddha, who was President of the Bud¬ 
dhist Association of the Republic of China before Pai Sbcng. Its earliest 
adherents were Ch’u Ying-kuang, Han Tung, and Shen Shu. Without 
lamas, monasteries, or regular organizations, they slowly went around to 
preach. This situation changed in the early eighties, when, for political rea¬ 
sons, the official Mongolian-Tibetan Affairs Commission and some non¬ 
governmental Buddhist organizations started to invite Tibetan lamas to 
Taiwan to preach. Since then the Esoteric Sect has been developing fast. At 
present, all the four major schools of Tibetan Buddhism have monasteries 
or centers in Taiwan. For example, a branch of the Foundation for the 
Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition of the Gelugpa (FPMT) was estab¬ 
lished in Taiwan a few years ago, and it is planning to embark on the work 
of translating Tibetan Buddhist scriptures into Chinese. Although Tibetan 
Buddhism seems to be flourishing now, the real Tibetan Buddhist teachings 
and methods of practice need to be fortified. This is because the lamas or 
teachers are of mixed backgrounds and qualifications, and often engage in 
anointing and praying for blessings as their main religious activities with¬ 
out teaching in depth. In 1997 the Dalai Lama made a historic and very 
successful visit to Taiwan. It is foreseeable that after his visit Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhism will continue to grow in Taiwan. 


The Latent Crises 

One should not be misled into thinking that the picture of Buddhism in 
anvan is all rosy. The most serious of the latent crises are commercializa- 
tion, secularization, and rapid overexpansion. Some monasteries, in the 
ort to raise funds, have become commercialized through the selling of 
re igious objects, fixing prices for religious services, and so forth. Too much 
commercialization and secularization exposes Buddhism to the risk of los- 
ing its sacredness and spirituality. 

The rapid development of Buddhism in Taiwan for the last couple of 
decades is a positive spiritual phenomenon, but it also has its negative side- 
effects. The incident of the Chungtai Monastery is a good example. Situat¬ 
ed in Nantou County in central Taiwan, the monastery was founded by 
Ch an Master Wei Chueh, a well-known and respected meditation master 
who has attracted many followers. Wei Chueh has established dozens of 
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branch temples in cities all over Taiwan. The need for sufficient staff to 
manage the branch temples has led to the rapid ordination of many young 
Buddhists. On 1 September 1996 the Chungtai Monastery held a ceremo¬ 
ny to ordain 110 young Buddhists, most of whom had been at the 
monastery as volunteer instructors for a summer camp for children. Many 
of them took the ordination without parental knowledge. Many parents of 
the new novices went to the monastery in disbelief after learning what had 
happened. Screaming, pushing, and shoving, they pleaded tearfully for 
their sons and daughters to return home, but the young people refused. 
This dramatic incident was played out under the glare of television cameras 
for all to see. Shocking scenes of novices being taken away by their families 
against their will made prime-time news throughout the country. 

Three questions were foremost in the mind of the general public with 
regard to the incident. First, the young Buddhists had come largely from 
middle-class families. Many were college students and some had already 
earned a university degree. Why did these well-educated young people 
choose to dedicate their lives to Buddhism at such a young age? Second, 
among the 110 novices, eighty-nine were women. Why do highly educated 
women forsake the traditional Chinese roles of wife and mother to opt for 
a religious and spiritual path? What is the social significance of this phe¬ 
nomenon? And third, in a society where filial piety is valued highly, why 
did these young people disregard their parents’ demands that they return 
to lay life? Why did the parents react so hysterically? Why could they not 
respect the decisions of their children? 

All these questions were discussed by scholars, journalists, and the gen¬ 
eral public, resulting in a flurry of different theories and explanations or 
the events. At the least, we can say that this incident reflects one of tie 
sidceffects of rapid overexpansion by Buddhist organizations. If the pace o 
ordaining people surpasses the time needed for proper training, an i t 
time spent for temple construction and management exceeds the ti 
spent in the study and practice of Buddhist teachings, problems are certain 
to arise. This is an example of a crisis that the saiigha must dea wit i 
Buddhism is to deepen its profound spirituality instead of just appearing 

superficially to flourish and grow strong. 

In conclusion, having become modernized, diversified, enterprise , pop 
ularized, and socially oriented, modern Taiwanese Buddhism not only las 
become part of the lives of many Buddhists, but has integrated itself deeply 
into society to become a vital force. Although Taiwanese Buddhism is sure 
to face its problems after a period of rapid development, it has certainly 
fulfilled its religious and social functions. 
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Soka Gakkai and the Modern 
Reformation of Buddhism 

SlIIMA/.ONO SUSUMU 


I N' A WORLD oi ; rapid change, progressively urbanized and informa¬ 
tion-intensive, what transformations are taking place in Buddhist 
practice and in the community of practitioners that make up Bud¬ 
dhist congregations? In pursuing this question, one is instinctively 
drawn toward those Buddhist movements that have won popular accept¬ 
ance and shown a rugged vitality over the past fifty years, while many tra¬ 
ditional Buddhist groups appear to have fallen into decline. Esoteric 
Tibetan Buddhism and Zen attract an enthusiastic following in the United 
States, Europe, and Taiwan. The urban masses of Thailand flock to Tham- 
makai and Santi Asoke. 1 Among Japan’s “new religions,” Buddhist move¬ 
ments like Shinnyoen and those derived from Reiyukai stand out for their 
dynamic appeal, but the most successful of all is Nichiren Shdshu/Soka 
Gakkai, which has spread beyond Japan to attract a large number of fol- 
lowers worldwide. 2 

In the modern world of East Asia, the most significant change that has 
occurred in praxis-oriented groups within the Mahayana Buddhist tradition 
has been the rise of popular Lotus Sutra (or Nichiren)-based Buddhist 
groups. In contrast to the widespread recession and fossilization of esta - 
lished temples and sects, these groups have completely altered the distri¬ 
bution of power and influence in the region. Here again, Soka Gakkai, tic 
largest active Buddhist group since the end of the war, stands out as r cp r *- 
senting the dramatic transformation taking place within Mahayana u 
dhism in the twentieth century. 

Without wishing to minimize the kinds of changes that have gone on in 
faith-praxis, group activity, and organization, I would like to focus my 
remarks here on the doctrinal side of these movements, which—at least in t e 
case of Japan—can be characterized as religions of “this-worldly salvation. 
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In particular, I will try to account for the emergence of this notion in Soka 
Gakkai's second president, Toda Josei, and his “theory of life-force.”* 

In Soka Gakkai today, as the following excerpts attest, “life-force” is 
understood as the foundation of faith and practice: 

The greatness of the Buddhist teaching is that in trying to provide for the 
happiness of the human person, the subject of human life and society, it gets 
right to the root of the problem, namely life-forte, and through scientific 
analysis emerges with a principle that can be practiced by ordinary people. 

Nichiren ... systematized the principle of life-force into a practical method 
to provide happiness for the masses.^ 

Faith is firm belief in the universe and the life-force_Only a person of sub¬ 

lime faith can live a good and vigorous life.... 

Buddhist doctrine is a philosophy that has human life as its ultimate 
object, and our Human Revolution Movement is an act of reform aimed at 
opening up the inner universe, the creative life-force within each individual, 
and leading to human freedom. The Movement sees humanity poised on the 
summit of a new idea of life-force, surveying the twenty-first century and 
ready to build the future/’ 

Originally formed as a lay organization within Nichiren Shoshu, Soka 
Gakkai assumed the doctrine of the sect by and large intact. But the idea 
of life-force,” not to mention what Soka Gakkai has made of it, is not 
apparent in traditional Nichiren Shoshu. 

The foundational ideas of Soka Gakkai arc found in Makiguchi Tsunc- 
saburo s 1930 book, Soka kyoikugaku taikei. Makiguchi himself does not 
speak so much of life-force as of‘‘value theory” and “the life of great virtue.” 
Toward the end of his life he also proposed a theory of dharmic retribu¬ 
tion. It was only after Makiguchi’s death that the term came into ascen¬ 
dancy with Toda Josei, who was responsible for rebuilding the movement, 
giving it the name Soka Gakkai, and overseeing its rapid growth in the 
postwar period. The opening chapter of Shakubuku kyoten (195 1), the doc¬ 
trinal compendium that Toda edited and that was the mainstay of the 
movement during these years, was entitled “The Doctrine of Life-Force.” In 
terms of the doctrinal history of Soka Gakkai, the idea of life-force marks a 
move away from Makiguchi’s thought towards that of Toda. 8 What is of 
more interest to us here, however, is how this idea reshaped the traditional 
teachings of Nichiren Shoshu in the direction of a belief in this-worldly sal¬ 
vation that is typical of popular Buddhist movements in East Asia in the 
modern period. 
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Toda Josefs Doctrine of Life-Force 

Toda’s reflections on life-force go back to the experience of being impris¬ 
oned in 1943, along with Makiguchi, on a charge of lese majeste for having 
refused to display a talisman from the Ise Shrine. Immersed in the study of 
Buddhist scriptures and teachings, Toda came to a firm conviction of belief 
within his prison cell. He seems to have had visions of the word seimei (life- 
force) flashing before his eyes and of himself seated among the assembly in 
the presence of the Buddha. v Years later, in response to a question from a 
Soka Gakkai believer as to the meaning of Nairn/ rnyoho rengekyo , the chanted 
phrase popularized by Nichiren, Toda recalls: 

Ten years ago, absorbed in the search for who the Buddha was and whether 
he was real or not, I looked for help in books about Buddhism, but they were 
of no help. In the end, I came upon the A1 u)~ydgi-kyd , where I read: Body 

neither is nor is not_ It is neither red nor purple, nor any other color.” 

Reflecting on these words, it dawned on me, “The Buddha is life-force.” 
After agonizing over the relation of the Buddha to the Nairn/ rnyoho rengekyo 
in light of the theory of the ten worlds, I realized that life-force is the name 
of the Buddha, and that this is the fundamental force in the universe, the 
Kuon gci ns ho, which has the power to change the fate of every person. After 
that I was able to read and understand all the Buddhist scriptures. 10 

For Toda, this life-force, the essence of humanity and the universe, is an 
omnipresent, creative power emanating from the Buddha. The root of this 
universal, vital life-force is the “True Horizon" inscribed with the words 
Narnu rnyoho rengekyo . To receive the horizon and to chant the claimoku is to 
release that power. This is the source of happiness and ultimately leads to 
the attainment of Buddhahood. Hence the goal of the human person is to 
attain happiness personally and then to spread this happiness to others. 

To break this down in further detail, we may single out six elements, 
referring to Toda’s own words as much as possible. 

1. The Eternal Nature of Human Life 

Human life is more than this present existence: it includes life in its past, 
present, and future existences. This is not the same as saying that one s 
“spirit” survives through time in the form of great accomplishments or 
things passed on to one’s descendants: 

Just as in life nothing can come between one sadness and another, one joy 
and another; or just as in sleep the mind does not go anywhere, so, too, at 
death the life-force is taken up in the Great Life-Force of the universe. No 
matter where you look for it, it is not something you can find. 
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When you wake up in the morning you remember the activities of the day 
before and pick up where you left off. In the same way, new life receives the 
karmic causes of past existences and continues to live their effec ts in the pres¬ 
ent existence. 11 

Toda traces this doctrine of the “eternal nature of life” back to Sakyamuni 
Buddha, but claims that Nichiren has taken it still further, to its “true form 
and origin,” 12 namely, the Gohonzon. 

2. The Universe is the Life-Force 

"Life coexists with the universe. It docs not precede the universe; neither 
does it come later by accident or as someone s creation. T he universe is life 
even before biological life appears. “If the universe itself is life, then primary 
life forms can appear wherever conditions allow.” 1 * In effect, for Toda all of 
existence, including non-life forms, participates in life. 

At times Toda sets up a mutual self-identity of universe, life-force, and 
Buddha, but his arguments tend to be mystical and hard to follow. The 
true reality of life-force” is equated with the Tathagata (nyorai), who at 
each moment “comes forth from its own suchness”: 

moment of this man Toda is the essence of life. When you stop to 
think about it, every moment of every single thing must be a nyorai . This is 
the meaning of the fundamental doctrine that all things in the universe are 
the activity of life itself. 

For us, too, every second of life is true reality, and in the true reality of this 
moment past life for all eternity is included, giving birth in turn to future life 
on into eternity....This moment is the activity of the universe itself as well as 
tie i c and essence of the individual. This moment-to-moment activity of 
t e universe is expressed as the ever-changing phenomena that make up the 
totality of all things in flux. 14 

In this idiom of life-force” and “universe” we sec reflected the doctrine of 
lchlnen sanzen < three thousand existences contained in one thought) and kan- 
]v (introspection into ones mind-essence) that Nichiren took over from 
Fendai Buddhism. 

3. Becoming One with the Life-Force of the Gohonzon through Faith 

he Three Great Esoteric Methods of Practice (sandaihiho) that Nichiren 
tang t to sentient beings in the age of mappo —that is, the Daimoku of the 
onmon section of the Lotus Sfttra (Honmon no claimoku), the Honzon of the Hon- 
mon (Honmon no horizon), and the Kaidan of the Honmon (Honmon no 
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kaidan )—can .til he summa¬ 
rized in the Gobonzon (or 
Great Manclala), which is the 
origin of the life-force of rhe¬ 
um verse. 

The enlightenment of Michi- 
ren, the true Buddha, and the 
life-force live continuously in 
the Great Mandala. 

By embracing the life-force, 
everything is enjoyed, noth¬ 
ing is suffered. This is called 
liberation (gjuiatsu)... and it is 
attained through faith in the 
Gnbonzon.... Therefore, when 
you sit before the Gobonzon 
and believe that there is no 
distinction among the Gobon¬ 
zon, Nichiren, and you your¬ 
self, when you allow this 
great blessing to permeate 
your heart and offer thanksgiving, when you chant the daimoku fervently, you 
enter into harmony with the rhythm of the universe: the great life-force of 
the universe becomes your own life-force and gushes forth. 15 

Nichiren s awakening to the truth of the universal life-force (ichinen 
sanzen), is thus directly embodied in the Gobonzon . In contrast to the ideal 
iihinen sanzen taught by Sakyamuni in the first half (shakttmon) of the Lotus 
Sutra , Nichiren s 1 hree Great Esoteric Methods of Practice represent the 
practical ichinen sanzen’ (jigyd no ichinen sanzen) that can be learned by ordi¬ 
nary people just as they are. 



38. Totla Josci, November 1956. 


4 . Varieties of Manifestation of Life-Force in Daily Life 

Good fortune and bad can also be explained as states of the life-force: 

Two laws of cleansing (senjo niho) exist in our lives. A life of pure innocence 
(kiyoraka?ja seimei) accepts everything from the outside world meekly and in 
harmonious rhythm with the universe; for this reason, its transmigration is 
completely natural. Such a life manifests a tremendous life-force, and is thus 
able to enjoy existence. But in the course of its many transmigrations, life 
becomes tainted by the mistakes of daily life and falls into vice of all sorts. 
This is why we speak of a cleansing (senpo) of life... that has fallen out of har¬ 
mony with the rhythm of the universe and whose life-force has faded away. 16 
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In the doctrine of ichinen sanzen , these fallen states are summarized as the 
“life of the ten realms” (jikkai ) in accord with the Kanjin honzonshd. The fol¬ 
lowing ten realms can be identified in our own life-force as well as in the 
Great Life-Force of the universe: 

Anger (a life of affliction): hell 

(Covetousness (a life of desire for things): the realm of the hungry spirits 
Foolishness (a life of being attracted to what is before one s eyes and losing 
sight of the overall meaning): the realm of animals 
Flattery (a life of anger): the realm of asuras (demigods) 

Tranquillity (a human life): the realm of human beings 
Joy (a life full of joy, but limited in time): the realm of heavenly beings 

Impermanence (the person who has realized that nothing is permanent in this 
world and seeks peace of mind in contemplation): the realms of sravakas and 
pratyekabudclhas (disciples of Buddha or Hinayana sages) 

Virtue (virtuous human life): the realm of bodhisattvas 

Faith (a life of belief in the Namu myoho rengekyo of the Three Great Esoteric 
Methods of Practice): the realm of buddhasT 

Each of these life states, in turn, represents one of the ten suchness 
aspects” (junyoze) of reality, which works its own effects on them. For example, 
people in the asura realm “are incited to more and more anger, whereas 
people in the state of the bodhisattva “are filled with the desire to help 
those who have fallen and an awesome energy wells up to support them in 
their effort.” 18 


5. Happiness and the Attainment of Budclbahood 
as Manifestations of the Universal Life-Force 

Happiness, for Toda, “springs forth from the relationship between our own 
life-force and the external world” and “an affirmation of inner truth.” Reli¬ 
gion, in particular Nichiren Shoshu, teaches this internal truth and leads 
humanity to happiness. Again, we let Toda speak in his own words: 

Through belief in this great religion, life harmonizes with the rhythm of the 
universe and one feels completely the happiness of life.... But if the energy 
of the life-force energy is applied only to problems in the home, then the 
home will be taken care of, but what about problems in the neighborhood or 
in the city?... 

The attainment of buddhahood is a state of absolute happiness. No one can 
attack you, there is nothing to fear, and each moment of life is like the clear 
blue ocean or the cloudless sky. 
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And what is the attainment of buddhahotxP Impossible as it is for ordinary 
people like us to explain such things, I will try—realizing that it may 
amount to no more than one millionth of the insight of faith all of you have: 

It means the attainment of eternal happiness. Our life is not limited to this 
existence.... 1 he attainment of buddhahood means being born full of vital 
life-force energy, accepting the mission given you at birth and acting freely 
in accord with that mission, achieving the task set out for you from birth, 
and possessing a happiness that no one can destroy. If one can enjoy such a 
life tens of times, hundreds of times, even thousands or millions of times, 
does that not make happiness all the greater? To forsake the search lor such 
happiness for the greedy pursuit of lesser pleasures can only be called pitiful. 19 

6. Compassion and Life-Force 

Compassion is the characteristic of the Buddha, and Nichiren was com¬ 
passion itself. Believers are called on to imitate this^compassion: 

If you would possess even one millionth of the compassion of Nichiren, you 
must be diligent in chanting the daimoku day and night.... You must engrave 
it on your heart, color your life with it; you must strive for the faith to change 
all of your daily actions into expressions of compassion. 

All of the universe is in essence the Buddha, and all things without excep¬ 
tion are the activity of compassion. Therefore, compassion is the innate form 
of the universe.... If the universe is the Myoho rengekyd itself, the Myoho 
rengekyd is none other than the original Buddha. And if, therefore, the uni¬ 
verse is the form of the Buddha, the universe must also be the activity of 
compassion itself. 

If the universe itselt is compassion, it follows that our daily activities are acts 
of that same compassion. But since they are set in motion by the life-force 
unique to human life, the human being cannot remain at the level of com¬ 
mon animals and plants. A higher level of activity is required of the true ser¬ 
vant of the Buddha. As I said before, since the practice proper to the latter 
stage of the law (mappo) is the practice of Nichiren, we must chant the 
daimoku as he taught us to do; ...we must encourage others to chant, an 
thus help to produce more people whose actions are filled naturally wit i 
compassion. 

Although in the age of mappo wicked people abound, which makes works of 
compassion absolutely essential, there is a great lack of compassion in the 
actual world. 20 ' 

Only through the wisdom of the Buddha is true compassion put into 
action, and “only through faith can this wisdom be gained.” Accordingly, 
the implanting of pure life-force” through shakubuku is described as a par¬ 
ticularly important concrete expression of compassion, while almsgiving is 
dismissed as less than true compassion. 21 
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Such arc the major elements in Toda’s idea of life-force as he presented it 
when talking about his own faith or giving direction to others. Obviously 
he believed he was passing on the essence of the Buddhist teaching as he 
inherited it through Nichiren Shoshu. At the same time, he introduced 
innovations of his own, as will become apparent when we turn to a more- 
traditional exposition of Nichiren Shoshu doctrine. 


The Transformation of Nichiren Shoshu Doctrine 

Nichiren Shoshu is the branch of Nichiren Buddhism that follows in the 
tradition of Nikko (1246—1333), a disciple of Nichiren. Its center is located 
on Mt. Fuji at Taiseki-ji. 22 Nikko was one of the "Six Elder Monks" 
(rokuroso) named by Nichiren before he died to take over the control of the 
order. Following a clash with the other five elders, Nikko left Mt. Minobu 
for Taiseki-ji to pursue his own path. The resulting branch of Nichiren Bud¬ 
dhism constructed a distinct doctrine based on books of teachings purport¬ 
edly passed on to Nikko by Nichiren—among them the Honinmydsho , 
Hyakurokkosojourydbonmonteiclaiji , and Ogikuclen —as well as on works writ¬ 
ten by Nikko himself. Various schools of doctrine developed within the 
branch, for example, around Nishiyama Honmon-ji, Omosu Honmon-ji, 
and Yoho-ji in Kyoto; but the school associated with Taiseki-ji, organized 
around the systematization of doctrine by Nikkan (1665-1726), predomi¬ 
nated. In 1900 the sect was reorganized under the name Nichirenshu Fuji- 
ha, and in 1912 the name was changed again to Nichircn-Shoshu. It was 
the doctrine of this Nichiren Shoshu, as formulated by Nikkan, that 
Makiguchi and Toda followed. 

Nichiren Shoshu teaching revolves around the Three Great Esoteric 
i ethods of Practice: the Marulala Horizon (Dai Gohonzon) presented by 
ic iren as the ultimate Buddhist teaching or the ultimate reality needed 
or salvation; the Kaiclan where the Manclala Honzon is enshrined; and the 
caimoku , or chant of Namn myoho rengekyo. This forms the core of Buddhist 
!t lt .in t ^ ie a S e of rnappo (Last Dharma). Taiseki-ji is believed to be the true 
\ an an< ^ bhanclala Honzon enshrined there (the / ta Mandala thought 
C °Th Ve ^ Cen * nscr *ked * n 1279) is regarded as the supreme presence. 

e value set on Nichiren’s honzon reflects the fact that Nichiren and his 
teac mg are held in/ar higher regard than Sakyamuni Buddha and the 
message he preached in India so many centuries ago. In particular, the 
teaching of Nichiren is believed to surpass that of even the Lotus Sutra , the 
supreme teaching of Sakyamuni. As a result, Nichiren is revered as Nichiren 
Honbutsuron , the rebirth of the ultimate Buddha (Musa no honbutsu) who is 





SOKA GAKKAI AN1) THE MODERN REFORMATION OF BUDDHISM 443 

superior to Sakyamuni. Behind these claims lies a reading of history at odds 
with that normally held by Hokke Buddhism, to which we may now turn 
our attention. In doing so, 1 should like to avoid as far as possible the doc¬ 
trinal terminology particular to Nichiren Buddhism. 23 


Nichiren Shoshu’s Buddhological History 

In the sixteenth chapter of the Lotus Sutra , the Jtnydbon (The lifespan of the 
Tathagata), Sakyamuni, who was previously considered to be the highest 
enlightened being, is revealed to be merely one finite manifestation of a 
more universal Buddha. This universal Buddha is called the “True Attain¬ 
ment of the Remotest Past” (Kuou jitsujo no shakuson), while Jogyd and other 
bodhisattvas who spring out of the earth in chapter fifteen of the sutra (Juji 
yujutsubon) are presented as figures taught by various Buddhas in the past. 
In Nichiren Shoshu, however, while Kuon jitsujo is held to have achieved 
buddhahood in the eternal past, belief is focused on a supreme being that 
has existed from the beginning of the universe (kuon gansho). This being 
reveals itself as the Dharma in the mantra Na/nu inyoho rengekyd, and as a 
person in the Musa no bonbutsu. Nichiren is the rebirth of this latter. The 
period prior to the appearance of the Kuon jitsujo Buddha is described as the 
age of the true Buddha, when people who bear some relationship to the 
Buddha follow the law and can attain the state of Buddhahood. 

Following the appearance of Kuon jitsujo, Sakyamuni Buddha makes his 
own appearance several centuries B.C.E., and the periods of Shobo (True Dhar¬ 
ma) and Zobo (Semblance Dharma)—periods before the revelation of the 
true bonzo?i and the claimoku —are described as a time of provisional teach- 
ing. The Lotus Sutra itself is held to be a provisional teaching, and the peo¬ 
ple who were able to attain enlightenment through the sutra are those who 
had in fact previously been implanted with the “seed to become buddha 
by Kuon jitsujo. The material in the first fourteen chapters of the sutra, the 
Sbakutnon, “ripened” the state of these people, and the latter fourteen chap¬ 
ters, the Honmon , brought them to liberation. However, for the "wild com¬ 
mon person" (arabonpu) of the mappo period, such a teaching of ripening and 
liberation is not sufficient; a new "seed" for becoming a buddha must be 
revealed. This was where Nichiren enters history, in Japan at the beginning 
of the age of mappo. The very Musa no bonbutsu who existed from the begin¬ 
ning of the universe and who appeared previously during the life of Sakya¬ 
muni as Jogyo Bosatsu, has come again as savior for the age of mappo. 

This reading of history is said to be present in Nichiren’s writings and 
intimated in the Lotus Sutra —absent from the text but hidden in the deeper 
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meanings of the Jurydbon 24 The doctrinal reinterpretation of the sutra 
resulted in a hierarchical ordering of increased value from sutras that pre¬ 
ceded the Lotus Sutra, to the first fourteen chapters of the Lotus S'~'tra , to the 
latter half of the sutra. 

Nichiren Shoshu teaches that in addition to the apparent Honmon (monjo 
yio ho?i?no?i) there exists a deeper Honmon (montei no honmon), with the most 
important elements of Sakyamuni’s teaching being contained in the latter. 
It is there that the presentation of the Gobonzon, Namu my oho rengekyo , and 
the Musa 720 honbutsu (that is, Nichiren) is foreshadowed; and it is because of 
this foreshadowing that the Lotus Sutra maintains its relevance for the 
understanding of the Gohonzon and Nichircn’s teaching. At the same time, 
the claim is made that this sutra was previously proclaimed for the sake of 
those who could benefit from “ripening” and liberation, and is no longer 
suited to ordinary men and women in the age of mappo who seek a new 
“sowing.” 


Kanjinron in Nichiren Shoshu 

Although there are the two aspects of Dharma and person in the true orig¬ 
inal Buddha (Kuon gansho), it is the Dharma, namely the daimoku (Namu 
inyoho rengekyo), that is of greater importance. This is the ultimate existence 
that is contained in the Gohonzon, and it is through the “reception” (juji) of 
this ultimate reality, that is, through belief in the Goho 7 izon and chanting of 
the daimoku, that the common masses living in the age of mappo can achieve 
buddhahood. Concentration on the Goho7izon as the object of faith gives 
profound significance to that act of “reception.” 

This view is expounded in Nichircn’s Ka 7 ijin honzotisho. Basing his argu¬ 
ment on the ichinen sanzen Tendai doctrine of Chigi (C. Chih-i, 538—597), 
Nichiren seeks to demonstrate that belief in the honzon and the chanting of 
the daimoku constitute the means to attaining buddhahood. The explana¬ 
tion of ichinen sanzen found here comes to occupy a central place in Nichiren 
Shoshu. Following the Kaimokusho , both Nichiren Shoshu and Soka Gakkai 
consider this doctrine to be the ultimate teaching hidden in the depths of 
the Jurydbon of the Lotus Sutra and the heart of Buddhist teaching. A quick 
look at the contents of the Shakubuku kyoten and Soka Gakkai nyfnnon make 
this plain. Chigi s Makashikan (C. Mo ho chih kuan), based on the doctrine 
of the Lotus Sutra as the most sublime sutra, lays forth both the theory and 
practice of meditation (shikan, zazen , kanjbi). An explanation of ichinen 
sa7ize72 is presented here in the section where kanjbi is described as a “mys¬ 
terious state” in which “all spirit is possessed in one spirit.” Sanzen refers to 
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Til 1 iving creatures and everything in existence, and it is explained in terms 
of the concepts of jikkai, junyoze, and sanseken (the three categories of realm). 

Jikkai refers to the ten modalities of existence of all sentient beings (hell, 
realms of hungry spirits, animals, as liras, human beings, heavenly beings, 
sravakas, pratyekabudclhas , bodhisattvas and buddhas). These realms are not 
isolated aspects of being, but each incorporates all of the others as potential 
existences. This state is called jikkai gogu, which confirms the reality of one 
hundred aspects of existence. Of these relationships, those of the realm of 
buddhas with the other nine realms are central: while humanity finds itself 
under the aspect of the other nine realms it is at the same time incorporated 
in the realm of the buddhas; and conversely, the Buddha is also incorporat¬ 
ed in the other nine aspects of existence. 

When these realms are multiplied by the junyoze (form, nature or quali¬ 
ty, substance, function, action or motion, cause, indirect cause or condition, 
effect, reward or retribution, ultimate non-differentiation) and the sanseken 
(the realm of sentient beings, the realm of non-sentient beings, the realm 
of the five aggregates) that results in the sanzen seken or three thousand 
worlds. Just what the junyoze and sanseken refer to is not as easy to grasp as 
the concept of jikkai , which doubtless leaves many believers with only the 
vaguest impression of having understood it. Suffice it here to say that sanzen 
seken indicates the pluralistic modality and “complex totality of existence, 
in particular of living beings. The state in which this totality is completely 
grasped at a single moment is ichinen sanzen and culminates in the realiza¬ 
tion that the Buddha is present within one’s own spirit. 

1 he realization by the masses of ordinary people that they are, each o 
them and within this present life, Buddha is captured in the phrase sokushin 
jobutsu. In the hongaku shiso of Japanese Tendai Buddhism, where all sentient 
beings are taught to exist in the state of enlightenment in their present life, 
the link between ichinen sanzen and sokushin jobutsu is dominant. Nichiren, 
too, presupposes this position in the Kanjin honzonsho and elsewhere. 1 e 
influence of hongaku shiso on Nichiren Shoshu was even greater after 
Nichiren’s death, which in turn reinforced the orientation towards sokusoin 
jobutsu. 

In the development from Nichiren’s Kanjin honzonsho to Nichiren Sho- 
shu’s doctrine, the honzon and daimokti are stressed as concretizations of iihi- 
nen sanzen , as is the conviction that sokushin jobutsu can be realized through 
the practice of chanting the daimokti rather than meditation. This experi¬ 
ence of ichinen sanzen' contrasts with the “principle of ichinen sanzen of 
Chigi. Differences between Nichiren Shoshu and the other sects of Nichiren 
Buddhism revolve about whether this “experience of ichinen sanzen as 
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attained through the honzon that embodies the Kuon Jitsujo Buddha from 
the latter half of the Lotus Sutra is followed, or whether the accent is rather 
placed on the honzon that embodies the original Dharma-Buddha hidden in 
the sutra. 

In other words, for Nichiren Shoshu, belief in the gohonzon and chanting 
of the daimoku are themselves considered to be the realization of sokushin 
jobutsu , and this is called juji soku kanjin (reception as meditation). This doc¬ 
trine is offered to the masses in the age of rnappo as an easy practice. But 
since ultimately it requires that one experience oneself as existing in the 
state of the Buddha, more is involved than a mere notional assent. Not only 
a small number of monks and doctrinal experts, but the masses of ordinary 
people also need to be convinced of the reality of the proposition. This is 
the problem that faced Toda in his prison cell, and that the concept of Bud¬ 
dha as life-force helped him solve. 


Toda Josei’s Innovation 

Toda s life-force theory reshapes Nichiren Shoshu doctrine by providing’a 
vitalistic interpretation of the sokushin jobutsu attained in chanting Namu 
myoho rengekyd. To single out the main elements: (1) Buddha and humanity, 
as well as (2) Buddha and the various beings of this world—since they share 
in the essential life-force—(3) can become one with the life-force of the 
gohonzon through faith; (4) the fortune or misfortune concretized in the life- 
force activity of everyday life (5) can be transformed into a state of achieve¬ 
ment of buddhahood characterized by absolute happiness overflowing with 
life-force energy; (6) furthermore, it is the life that takes as its mission 
spreading this happiness to others that can be called a truly Buddhist life. 

Understanding the life of faith and its purpose in this way, three possi¬ 
bilities emerge: 25 

/. Buddhism can be conceived as the fervent pursuit of a ivay of life in the present 
world. 

The gohonzon-as-B>\idd\\a. is the source of life-force energy and provider of this- 
worldly benefits. The attainment of buddhahood that Buddhism teaches to 
dc the final goal of life remains absolute. But even if particular benefits are not 
considered to be the realization of that ultimate goal, they can be seen as a 
first step towards its achievement. One can see in these benefits indications 
of that ultimate goal. Thus one may link the easily understood goal of hap¬ 
piness in this life with the ultimate goal of Buddhism. Since happiness is the 
overflowing of life-force, it is in itself a manifestation of the Dharma and 
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the Buddha (gohonzon ). the origin of life, and not something vulgar or base. 
Conversely, the attainment of buddhahood does not imply a separation 
from life, as indicated by the word nirvana, nor does it necessitate taking 
leave of this world. It is to be realized in this world, since life’s ultimate pur¬ 
pose can only be achieved in the continuous rebirths into life in this world. 

2. The relationship with ultimate reality is perceived as pertaining to this-worldly 
existence . and hence is both practical and concrete . 

Life-force and its energy are realities that can be touched and affirmed 
through the senses, and the Buddha (Dharma) shares in the same substance 
of life in this world. No discontinuity between bodily sense experience and 
the experience of a connection with ultimate reality is emphasized. Rather 
the two are seen as continuous. Belief and the chanting of the daimoku arc 
thought of in the same way as attempts to influence this-worldly existence 
or power. The gohonzon is often compared to a machine—a machine for 
manufacturing happiness—and the mutual relationship with the gohonzon 
is perceived as a process for drawing out energy that can be confirmed oy 
the senses through physical activity. Thus faith and secular knowledge are 
not separate but are seen as overlapping domains. Just as ordinary knowl¬ 
edge of life is deepened through science, so, too, must it be deepened 
through religion. Through the mediation of life-force, science and religion 
are joined as mutually complementary undertakings. 

3. Personal religions transformation is perceived as inseparable from an aitive 
stante towards the present world , which is positively promoted. 

The achievement of buddhahood is not an inner event that involves tern 
porary separation from everyday life; nor is it something to be experienced 
after death in some other world (joclo). Rather, it is experienced in the very 
midst of daily life as a transformation of that life. This follows from the 
belief that life-force is manifested in the everyday just as the various states 
of .jikkai are. The reception of the gohonzon, through belief and chanting of 
the daimoku, might be perceived as somehow other-worldly and distant 
from daily life. But insofar as it has to do with life-force, it entails daily life. 
Faith that docs not effect progress towards greater happiness is regardec as 
imperfect. Nor is the advance of happiness restricted to one s own persona 
life; it must be extended to include others as well. In more immediate 
terms, this implies activity aimed at increasing the ranks of believers and 
also a reform of collective life. 

The three points enumerated above are not to be found in the doctrine of 
traditional Nichiren Shoshu, except perhaps in germ. Strictly speaking, the 
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reformulation of traditional doctrine does not follow from Toda’s revelation 
that "Buddha is Life-Force," but it docs allow for the incorporation of truly 
modern ideas and religious attitudes into that doctrine. It also affects the 
structure of the Japanese Buddhist idea of salvation. The reformation of 
religious ideas through the establishment of a this-worldly idea of salvation, 
conceived # in vitalistic terms—as seen in new religious movements based on 
folk-religious or syncretic beliefs, as well as in Buddhist groups such as 
Honmon Butsuryuko and Rciyukai—has borne new fruit in Toda’s trans¬ 
formation of Nichiren Shoshu doctrine. 

Reformation of the Conception of Salvation 

A host of new religious movements has emerged in Japanese society since 
the beginning of the nineteenth century. These movements have been 
stimulated by a wide variety of religious and intellectual sources, among 
them the various sects of Buddhism, Shintoism, the National Learning 
School, Confucianism, Christianity, folk religion—especially as it pertains 
to shinbutsu syncretism, modern sciences, and even nationalism. Despite this 
wide variety of influences, a certain commonality emerges in the basic 
structure of their concept of salvation. Recent scholars 26 have dubbed this 
structure a “Vitalistic Conception of Salvation" and singled out a number of 
claims that undergird it: 

1. The essence of the cosmos. The cosmos is perceived as a living body or life- 
force possessed of everlasting, inexhaustible fertility. In human terms, 
this means that we are given life through nature and that the universe 
is the source of unlimited benefit for humanity. 

2. Primary religious being. The new religions posit a central holy figure 
such as God or Buddha as the reality that unifies the universe. Con¬ 
ceived of as the primary religious being, it is symbolized as the "Source 
of Life" who gives birth to all beings and provides tender nurture to 
all. 

3. Human nature. The human being is also thought to have an existence 
born of and nurtured by the Source of Life. Not only that, human 
beings are regarded as tributaries of the Life Source, possessing a 
divine, unpolluted nature that is able to return to or unite with this 
Source. Furthermore, in this way all human beings participate in the 
same life-force and are therefore all brothers and sisters. 

4. Life and death. Due to the positive evaluation given life in this world, 
concepts of other-worldly salvation in a postdeath existence are rare. 
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Salvation is presented as the growth and efflorescence of life in this 
world, and rebirth as a return to this world is endowed with a positive 
meaning. 

5. Evil and sin. If ties between the self and Life Source, or with others and 
one’s environment, are severed, the harmonious development of life is 
hampered and life-force dries up. It is the attachment to self and selfish 
desires that causes this evil. 


6. /Means of salvation. One must restore harmony between the Life Source 
on the one hand, and oneself, others, and the environment on the other 
in order to overcome the state of evil. In addition to repentance and 
the recovery of the harmonious spirit, various practices are prompted 
to restore bonds to the Life Source. 


7. The saved state. Salvation is defined as the state where the bonds with 
the Life Source have been restored and one is filled with the fertile life- 
force, a state of unity—or peace and harmony—between humanity 
and God, the living of a life suffused with joy. The image is this-worldly, 
sensate, even sensual. Although this is related to individual this-world¬ 
ly benefits, it is represented as the total efflorescence of a life-force that 
transcends these partial benefits. 


8. Founders. Founders are not merely regarded as instructors of ultimate 
truth but are represented as those within whom the Life Source reside^, 
those from whom the Life Source flows, the ultimate mediators of t is 
Life Source to humanity. 

Toda Josei s life-force doctrine is typical of this “Vitalistic Conception of 
Salvation. Although it varies somewhat from the pattern in that there 
little emphasis placed on a “harmonious spirit,” and the gohonzon and Nic uren 
himself become the objects of veneration rather than a founder figure, in 
terms of overall structure it corresponds closely to the conceptual mo c . 
commenting on the eight points listed above, the authors describe t le vita ^ 
istic concept of salvation as “a this-worldly centered concept of sa vatl °jJ 
in contrast to the pessimistic worldly view of liberative or other wo y 
concepts of salvation. Furthermore, it is argued that this view rc )^ ts ot 1 
the dualistic thought that sets up some ideal religious world cut off rom t ie 
present reality and the logic of world-renunciation that preaches a total o\ er 
coming of the world and the separation of oneself from the world. 

To say that the view of salvation presented by the New Religions is this- 
worldly, however, does not go far enough in describing the unique devel¬ 
opment that the idea of salvation has undergone in these groups. Other 
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religions, such as Shinto or animistic folk beliefs, as well as the hongaktt shiso 
characteristic of Japanese Buddhism, also take a positive attitude towards 
the present reality. But these differ from the concept of this-worldly salva¬ 
tion found in the new religious movements. 

For example, the concept of salvation is rather weak in Shinto and ani¬ 
mistic thought. Since hongaku shiso presents a typical case of premodern 
religious thought that is both this-worldly and directed towards salvation, 
it offers a more promising topic for comparison, especially given the fact 
that the basis of Soka Gakkai’s religious thought, Nichiren Shoshu, was 
strongly influenced by hongaku shiso. The various sects of Kamakura Bud¬ 
dhism exhibit the influence of hongaku shiso in their core beliefs , 27 though 
this influence is more marked in Shinran, Ippen, and Nichiren than in 
Honen or Dogen. The influence of hongaku shiso is especially clear in argu¬ 
ments concerning the significance of th z honzon in Nichiren’s Kan jin honzon- 
sho, and Nichiren Shoshu—among the branch sects of Nichiren Buddhism, 
the one where the honzon is venerated and the Kanjin honzonsho is considered 
authoritative to a greater degree—is especially close to hongaku shiso. Many 
valued texts of Nichiren Shoshu once attributed to Nichiren but now held 
to be of questionable authorship were also influenced by later hongaku shiso. 
It is therefore safe to conclude that Soka Gakkai has transformed the hon¬ 
gaku shiso conception of salvation into the vitalistic concept found in the 
New Religions. 

The Iwanami Buddhist Dictionary defines hongaku shiso as an inquiry into 
the undivided, absolute world that transcends the dualistic relativity of 
reality, and then returns to reality in order to affirm the varieties of dualis¬ 
tic relativity as expressions of the undivided hongaku. 1 * In terms of the 
achievement of buddhahood, it constitutes a rejection of the dualistic way 
t inking that opposes the Buddha and common humanity, and sees 
umans attaining buddhahood by rejecting their common nature. Hongaku 
is an absolute that transcends such a dualistic relativity. It is the true mode 
i Buddha that returns one to the real world, thus demonstrat¬ 

ing the enlightened insight that the lost masses are already the undivided 
V 5 C1C ®^dha and common humanity. “Evil passions are themselves 
n lg tenment {bound soku bodai) and "endurance is itself tranquil light" 
a a so u jakko) are expressions of this affirmation of reality, 
n its extreme application hongaku shiso affirms wandering from the path 
of virtue and completely rejects the importance of religious practice (shu- 
gyo), landing it in a view that can hardly be called Buddhism any longer. 

amura argues that when Japanese Buddhism was being swept along in 
this direction of affirming an absolute monism, Kamakura Buddhism coun- 
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tered by reinforcing the dualistic element . 29 Honen’s opposition of Amida 
to common humanity and the overcoming of reality through birth (ojo) in 
the Pure Land is a classic example of this development. At the same time, 
as Tamura notes, hongaku shiso was the fountainhead of the Kamakura 
reform, and with Shinran and Nichiren regained its prominence. 

In the doctrine of Nichiren Shoshu, common humanity already possesses 
within itself the realm of the Buddha, and through the reception of the 
gobonzon humanity immediately achieves buddhahood. Within Nichiren’s 
thought one also finds the idea of okei shiso which holds that after death one 
is reborn in the Pure Land and there achieves buddhahood. This is closer to 
a dualistic salvation theory that presents the overcoming of this deviant 
reality on the other side, rather than the manifestation of buddhahood in 
our present state. Some scholars argue that this dualistic okei shiso was 
emphasized in Nichiren’s latter years, when confrontation with society 
deepened / 0 No trace of okei shisd, however is to be found in Nichiren 
Shoshu, where the monistic salvation theory of the attainment of buddha¬ 
hood through the reception of the gobonzon —within the framework of shaba 
soku jakko and bound soku boclai —dominates. 

Nichiren Shoshu’s doctrine of salvation, emphasizing as it did the 
immediate attainment of buddhahood, was clearly this-worldly or world- 
affirming. But it did not encourage engagement with the world and the 
transformation of present reality. Salvation was not seen to entail participa¬ 
tion in the transformation of reality. It remained rather at the level of an 
internal transformation of the self unaffected by everyday life. Despite a 
strong desire for reform in the national religion, tied to the ideals of 
Nichren’s Rissho Ankokuron , the idea of a practical reform of one’s own life 
extending to reforms on behalf of others was rather weak. 

For Toda Josei, who had learned the importance of the practical transfor¬ 
mation of daily life from Makiguchi Tsunesaburo, such a this-worldly, 
world-affirming concept of salvation was not easy to swallow. His idea o 
“life-force” gave him an alternative: the immediate attainment of buddha¬ 
hood means salvation through engagement in the realities of daily i c, 
through attaining benefits and happiness that involve all of life, an 
through extending this happiness to others. While affirming present reality, 
this idea of salvation does not simply accept reality as it is. It retains the 
hope that reality can be changed and may therefore better be described as 
reality-transformative. The transformation in question does not necessarily 
imply the reform of social structures or a dramatic change in communal life, 
as found in the yonaoshi concept. At certain times such a transformation 
may be advocated; at other times, not. What remains constant is the 


452 


ART. SOCIETY. AM) NEW DIRECTION'S 


aspiration to transform the self and life around oneself, and the belief that 
these efforts have to do with salvation. As befits a faith community centered 
on the laity and teaching participation in reality, this contrasts sharply with 
the low esteem accorded present reality in historical religions centered on 
religious specialists and preaching separation from the world. 


Notes 

1. Sec Fukushima Masato, "Mo hitotsu no ‘meiscV: Toshi to iu keiken no kaidoku 
Koshi (Yet another way of meditation: A framework for understanding the urban 
experience), Tanabe Shigeharu, cd..Jissen shiikyo no jinruigaku (The anthropology 
of practical religion) (Kyoto: Kyoto Daigaku Gakujutsu Shuppan, 1989). 

2. For the expansion of Japanese New Religions abroad, see Inoue, Japanese Reli¬ 
gions Abroad , and Nakamaki .Japanese Religions in the New World. See also the spe¬ 
cial edition of the Japanese Journal of Religious Studies on the subject, 18 (2/3) 1991. 

3. For an explanation of the term “this-worldly salvation,” see the introduction 
to Shimazono, Studies in Contemporary Salvationist Religions. 

-l. The translation “life-force” is meant to draw attention to the particular sense 
that has been given to seimei , one of the ordinary Japanese words for life. 

5. Soka Gakkai Kyogakubu, cd., Revised Introduction to Soka Gakkai, 77. 

x ^ c ‘hyo Shinbunsha, cd.. Snatches of life: Proverbs of Ikeda Daisakn , 109, 1 12. 

7 Makiguchi s thought is treated in Seikyo Shinbun-sha, Makignchi Tsunesaburd , 
an Miyata, The Religious Movement of Makiguchi Tsunesaburd. In “Practicality in 

ai y Life and Religious Movements,” I have tried to lay out the characteristic 
' ^ ^ Soka^Kyoiku Gakkai in its formative period. Asai, “The Emergence of 
o a akkai, argues that there are inconsistencies between Makiguchi’s value 
t eory and Nichiren Shoshu doctrine, as well as between Makiguchi’s thought and 
the life-force theory of later Soka Gakkai. 

H _^ 0< ^ a s kfe and thought, see Higuma, Soka Gakkai: Tokyo Daigaku 

q° Kenkyukai, cd., The Doctrine and Practice of Soka Gakkai: Uefuji and 

q°’ q f t Qr y of a Revolution: and Nishino, The Biography of Tod a Jdsei. 

1 n r// 5 S1 ? inbunsha v The Revolution 2: 235-55. 

She h - - ° j, CteC ■ ^ / ° r ^ s °f T°da Jdsei, vol. 2, 12. The original existence, in Nichiren 
n r f coctr ‘ ne ’ * s thought to predate even the Kuon jitsnjd or “True Attainment 
of he Remotest Past” of the Lotus Sutra. 

11. Essays ofToda Jdsei , 17, 19-20. 

12. Essays ofToda Jdsei, 50, 52-53" 

13. Essays ofToda Jdsei , 13 - 14 . 

14. Essays ofToda Jdsei, 450-52 

15. Essays ofToda Jdsei, 339, 171-72. 

16. Essays of To da J osei ,36. 

17. Collected Works ofToda Jdsei , vol. 7, 117. 

18. Essays ofToda Jdsei , 266-67. 

19. Essays of Toda Jdsei, 38-39, 351, 177-78. 

20. Essays ofToda Jdsei , 44-45, 54-56, 48. 1 

21. Essays ofToda Jdsei , 46—48. 
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22. Concern ini; the position of Nichiren Shoshu within the Nichiren sects see 
Shugyo, A History of Sichmnshri Doctrine, and Mochizuki, A Study of Nichiren Doc¬ 
trine. Murakami also gives a concise treatment of this point. 

23- In addition to the books by Shugyo and Mochizuki cited in the previous 
note, see Horigome, Tin Teachings of Nichiren, and Ohashi, Buddhist Thought and 
the Fuji Sut D-utnm . 

24. In Nichiren’s Kaimoktisho this is called the true law of ichinen sansen hidden 
in the deeper meaning of rh cjuryobon. 

25. Tokyo Daigaku Hokkckyo Kenkyukai’s The Doctrine and Practice of Soka 
Gakkai contains a penetrating analysis of the characteristics of Toda s life-force 
theory. 

26. See Tsushima et ah, “The Vitalistic Conception of Salvation in Japanese New 
Religions.” 

27. lamu ra. Studies in the thought of Kamakura Buddhism. 

28. Nakamura Hajime, Iwanami bukkyo jiten (Iwanami Buddhist Dictionary) 
(Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1989). 

29. Tam ura, Studies in the thought of Kamakura Buddhism. 

30. Mochizuki, A Study of Nichiren Doctrine ; Tamura, Studies in the thought of 
Kamakura Buddhism , 601-1 1. 
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Contemporary Buddhist 
Spirituality and Social Activism 

S a l l i e B King 


P EOPLE in the West usually conceive of Buddhism as a religion ot 
monks in which spirituality involves cutting oneself olf from the 
world to pursue a detached life of meditation. Inaccurate for Bud¬ 
dhism at any time, this image is least adequate for Buddhism in 
the twentieth century. Today, Buddhist leaders travel from one capital to 
another, delivering position papers and addressing parliaments on issues ot 
global importance; nuns and laypersons have come increasingly to the fore, 
and on occasions of national crisis, Buddhism has the power to move its 
adherents by the millions into the streets. I shall examine the spiritual foun¬ 
dations of this new Buddhism and some of its major forms of social 
activism, focusing throughout on the interface between spirituality and 
activism. Wc sha 11 see that when Buddhist monks, nuns, and laypersons 
shift their focus from within to without in order to actively engage social 
issues, they are not leaving spirituality behind. 

Spiritual Foundations 

The intersectarian “Open Letter” issued by the “Network for Western Bud¬ 
dhist Teachers" in March 1993 well articulates the perspective of Buddhist 
social activists around the world. It gives the following as its first point o 
agreement among those present: 

Our first responsibility as Buddhists is to work towards creating a better 
world for all forms of life. The promotion of Buddhism as a religion is a sec¬ 
ondary concern. Kindness and compassion, the furthering of peace and har¬ 
mony, as well as tolerance and respect for other religions, should be the three 
guiding principles of our actions. 1 
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The source of this concern to make a “better world for all forms of life” is 
found in the central teaching of Buddhism, the Four Noble Truths: (1) suf¬ 
fering; (2) the cause of suffering; (3) the cessation of suffering; (4) the path 
or way to bring about the cessation of suffering. Sakyamuni Buddha called 
himself a physician, and Buddhism a medicine or cure, for the suffering of 
the world. The conception of suffering, the analysis of suffering, and the 
means for its cure have been matters for varied interpretation in different 
sects, eras, and cultures, but the core idea that suffering is the problem and 
that Buddhism is a tool to be used to eliminate suffering has remained a 
constant. “Creating a better world for all forms of life” is perhaps a mod¬ 
ern, a Western-influenced, and an ambitious way of expressing this, but it 
remains faithful to that foundational concern. 

That the concern is spiritual, rather than merely well-intentioned and 
busybodyish, is shown by its basis in the venerable Buddhist teaching of 
selflessness and compassion. Buddhism finds the cause of suffering in a 
craving (tanba) expressible as “I want” that underlies all of our ordinary 
actions, thoughts, and feelings. Through Buddhist practice, one may come 
to experientially realize the ultimate emptiness or non-existence of this "1“ 
and as a consequence one may become free of the constant drive to serve 
the “I.” When the “1“ and its ants have been erased from the picture, 
according to Buddhism, one ce ies to identify solely with the contents of 
this “bag of skin.” In one who has realized the fruits of Buddhist spiritual 
practice and eliminated the “self,” the line between “self” and “other,” 
essential to ordinary consciousness, may fade to complete obscurity. 

Buddhist social activism has its basis here. If one who has eliminated the 
self becomes aware that “another” person (or sentient being) is in pain, 
the natural response is to take steps to relieve that pain, in the same way 
that one would naturally do what one could to relieve one’s “own” pain; 
that is, another’s” pain is one’s “own” pain. When the suffering becomes 
widespread and acute, as among the people of Vietnam during the war, 
then we witness hundreds of thousands of monks, nuns, and laypeople act¬ 
ing nonviolently to bring it to an end. As Thich Nhat Hanh said, the suf¬ 
fering caused by the bombing and the oppression “hurts us too much. We 
have to react. 2 Thus the monks and nuns left the peace and safety of the 
monasteries for the villages and cities to do what they could to help; the 
people’s pain was their pain. 

Compassion is perhaps the first identified and most consistently exalted 
Buddhist virtue, the defining mark of a Buddha, along with wisdom. Even 
for the beginner on the Buddhist path, or one whose spiritual aspirations 
are very modest, compassion has always been the absolute minimum 
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required in order to be a Buddhist in more than name. For the layperson 
who thought meditation beyond his or her ken, daily acts of generous giv¬ 
ing, of simple kindness, have always comprised the very stuff of Buddhist 
spirituality. In other words, one could (and most Buddhists historically did) 
forgo meditation and strenuous self-discipline without in the least threat¬ 
ening one’s Buddhist identity; but without compassion and kindness, one 
could be no more than a nominal Buddhist. 

The above "Open Letter" lists "kindness and compassion" as the first of 
three principles to guide action, and the other principles listed, "the fur¬ 
thering of peace and harmony” and "tolerance and respect for other reli¬ 
gions" are further expressions of the same basic concern to avoid causing 
suffering and to relieve it when it occurs. Thus, in the spirituality that lies 
at its foundation, contemporary Buddhist social activism does not seem 
very new at first glance. Its novelty resides in factors proper to the twenti¬ 
eth century: 

1. modern social, economic, psychological, and political analysis of West¬ 
ern liberal origin; 

2. the great example of Gandhi, whose influence among most Buddhist 
social activists is vast (with the prominent exception of the Ambed- 
karites, who disdain him for his failure to attack the caste system in 
toto); 

3. acute crises, many of which have hit the Buddhist world particularly 
hard: genocide (Cambodia); modern warfare (Japan, Vietnam, and 
much of Southeast Asia); the aftermath of colonialism (Sri Lanka in 
particular); foreign invasion and cultural genocide (Tibet); repressive 
governments (Burma, Thailand); and the ecocrisis; and 

4. chronic crises, long-term ills coming to'a head in our time: extreme 
social inequality, bigotry, and poverty (in particular among the ex 
untouchables of India); and sexism. 

Unique forms of Buddhist social activism have arisen in response to each of 
these crises. 

Buddhist Spiritual Values in the Fight against Poverty 

In contemporary Buddhism, spirituality and social activism are often so 
deeply intertwined that it is difficult to separate the two. Examples of this 
may be seen in the work of an individual Thai monk and abbot, Abbot Nan 
Sutasilo, and the large Sri Lankan organization, Sarvodaya Shramadana. 
Both apply Buddhist principles to overcome rural poverty while resisting 
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Western capitalist models of development. The combination of Western 
social analysis and Buddhist spiritual analysis demonstrates the causal inter¬ 
connections of the various influences in human life: material and economic 
conditions, cultural and social conditions, intellectual and psychological 
conditions, and finally spiritual conditions all act upon each other in 
causative ways. As a result, concern with spiritual development cannot be 
divorced from concern with economic development. However, Buddhist 
activists are concerned about material well-being only to the point where 
the real needs of individual and society arc met. Thus, both Abbot Nan and 
Sarvodaya see Western-style development as harmful insofar as it fuels end¬ 
less wanting, consumerism, and ever deeper debt. The Middle Path of Bud¬ 
dhism is antipathetic to consumerism: the young Siddhartha discovered 
that human wants are intrinsically insatiable, that despite his harem, power, 
wife, child, and luxurious life, his wants continued to multiply and his 
deeper, spiritual, wants remained unfulfilled. Needs must be met, but insa¬ 
tiable wants avoided; this is the Middle Path in Buddhism today. 

Abbot Nan seeks to help his villagers acquire “spiritual immunity” so 
that they can resist the lure of consumerism and its cycle of greater wants, 
doomed efforts to satisfy them, and greater debt. Pie took a group of vil¬ 
lagers to meditate in a graveyard “in order to give them a new life,” telling 
them: 

When your mind is calm and clear, you can see through illusions and see sit¬ 
uations as they are. This realization helps cleanse the mind of selfishness and 
greed— When greed stops, peace arises. Your mind will be imbued with 
compassion, which provides the best fertilizer to nourish your life.' 

The monks who work with Abbot Nan or in Sarvodaya provide guidance 
and assistance but- they may not make decisions and run the development 
projects. This principle is based upon a teaching strongly emphasized in 
cravada. self-reliance. In Sarvodaya, the monks may come into a village 
t0 , or 8 ar h 2 e and inspire the villagers, but it is the villagers themselves 
w io decide what is their first priority: a road or a sanitation system, a school 
ouse or a day care program. Neither do the villagers wait for the govern¬ 
ment to take action; they simply identify their needs and take immediate 
etion themselves. Self-reliance applies to funding as well. Though Sarvo- 
aya does accept foreign contributions, in general, projects are funded by 
countless small donations from the villagers, and, of course, the labor is all 
onated. Sarvodaya makes a point of insisting that each village household 
t at wishes, for example, to attend a communal meal as part of a workcamp 
donate at least a matchbox of rice. In this way, each person knows him or 
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herself as a contributor to the project; no one leaves feeling diminished as 
the object of others charity.* 1 Buddhists who work with the poor recognize 
that the sense of personal worthlessness that often accompanies poverty is 
a psychological impediment to serious Buddhist practice, as well as an ill¬ 
ness that requires healing. 

Abbot Nan has made some creative changes in traditional practices to 
fund his projects. Throughout South and Southeast Asia, giving has always 
been one c. the most important expressions of spirituality of the Buddhist 
laity, and monks and temples have been the single most prized object of 
such giving. Giving to monks and temples has not only served as the eco¬ 
nomic base of Buddhism, but it has also been an opportunity to practice 
virtue and earn merit (“good karma”). Traditionally, donations have been 
used for the temple’s own welfare and the laypeople have wanted it so. But 
now most temples are financially secure and many are quite well-endowed 
with land and buildings. Declaring that “the temple’s money is the people’s 
money, Abbot Nan has begun taking money donated to his temple and 
applying it to his various projects, such as a Fertilizer Bank and a Village 
Rice Bank. He has inspired villagers to make a religious vow that they will 
resist consumerism, decrease unnecessary expenditures, and donate the 
money saved to a village savings group, the funds of which are used to set 
up a medical cooperative and to pay off the villagers’ loans before the banks 
to whom they are indebted foreclose and take their land. He has trans¬ 
formed the annual three day robe-presentation ceremony, traditionally the 
major festival of lay giving to the Buddhist temple, into an occasion that 
raises money for village development projects rather than for the temple. In 
this way, giving, and the expression of selflessness that it embodies, remains 
a central practice, but transformed in such a way that it directly serves the 
development needs of the village. 

Response to War, Genocide, and Invasion 

The Buddhist world has experienced some of the most horrific suffering 
produced by twentieth-century warfare. The engaged Buddhist response 
has been one of deep, principled nonviolence, accompanied by efforts to 
prevent suffering and heal wounds, and to promote peace and reconcile 
enemies. 5 This is in accord with the principle of ahimsd, non-harmfulness or 
nonviolence, which is the first of the five Buddhist lay precepts, the foun¬ 
dation of ethical life for all Buddhists; indeed, all Buddhist ethics can be 
understood as a variety of expressions of this single, fundamental value. The 
other four lay precepts—not to steal, not to lie, not to engage in sexual 
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misconduct, not to take intoxicants—are all explained as disciplines that 
the Buddhist undertakes in order to avoid causing harm to oneself or oth¬ 
ers. Ahimsa is also a spiritual value; indeed, ethics and spirituality are two 
sides of a single coin in Buddhism. It is the practical expression of selfless¬ 
ness and compassionate care for others. 


Cambodia 

In little more than three and a half years (April 1975 to January 1979) and 
as a direct result of Khmer Rouge policies and brutality, an estimated two 
to three million Cambodians died of starvation, disease, overwork, torture, 
and execution. During the same period, the Khmer Rouge destroyed virtu¬ 
ally all of Cambodia’s 3,600 Buddhist temples, while only an estimated 
3,000 of what had been 50,000 monks survived (figures on female monas¬ 
tics are unavailable, though they were persecuted as well). 6 Temple remains 
were used for ammunition storage, manure dumps, torture and execution 
sites. To refer in any way to Buddhism was a punishable offense. 

In response to this unspeakable human horror came the monk Maha 
Ghosananda. Having lived out the holocaust in a Thai monastery (where he 
had lived since 1965), Maha Ghosananda returned to Cambodia in 1978, 
shortly before the fall of the Khmer Rouge. Arriving at a refugee camp, he 
distributed copies of the Metta Sutta, the Buddha’s teachings on love and 
kindness. There is perhaps no more moving scene imaginable than the pic¬ 
ture of this monk, who himself lost his entire family in the holocaust, seated 
in the refugee camp, in the utterly devastated land of the Killing Fields, 
surrounded by survivors of the holocaust, who themselves had gone 
through years of hell on Earth, reciting over and over again, as thousands 
prostrated themselves and loudly wailed, the verses from the Buddha’s 
teaching in the Dhammapada: 

Hatred never ceases by hatred 
but by love alone is healed. 

This is the ancient and eternal law. 7 

Since that day in the refugee camp, Maha Ghosananda has worked tire¬ 
lessly to heal the wounds of the Cambodian people in Cambodia and in 
diaspora, reconcile its still warring factions, and rebuild the Cambodian 
Buddhist church. He has been elected Somteja , Supreme Patriarch of Cam¬ 
bodian Buddhism, and is often called “the Gandhi of Cambodia.” He estab¬ 
lished temples first in every refugee camp, then all over the world for Cam¬ 
bodian expatriate communities. In 1992 he began a series of Dhamma 
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Yictra, Walks lor Peace and Reconciliation. The first accompanied many 
refugees returning home for the first time; the second, held just before the 
elections in 1993, is credited with helping to create the atmosphere in 
which Cambodians were able to vote in large numbers; the third, in which 
one monk and one nun were killed, was held in 1994 in an effort to spread 
metta kannia (loving kindness and compassion) and bring reconciliation to 
the still warring factions. 


Vietnam 


In 1963 the regime of Ngo Dinh Diem, President of South Vietnam, was 
brought to an end by a combination of Buddhist and military forces, act¬ 
ing separately. Diem, a Catholic, was infamously oppressive of Buddhism. 
In a country which was eighty per cent Buddhist, this was his downfall. 
Having prohibited public celebration of the Buddha’s birthday in May, gov¬ 
ernment officials fired on a peaceful crowd that had gathered around a radio 
station when it failed to air an expected Buddhist program. This event out¬ 
raged the Buddhist public and huge protest demonstrations followed. In 
June, the monk Thich Quang Due, in a state of meditative trance and com¬ 
plete self-control, publicly burned himself to death in protest. Ever larger 
strikes, marches, protests, and fasts occurred, along with further self-immo¬ 
lations, which Madame Nhu mocked as “barbecues.” 

In August, Diem's forces raided Buddhist pagodas throughout South 
Vietnam, resulting in large numbers of monks being arrested. Protests and 
arrests continued through September and October. In November, Diem 
was ousted in an almost bloodless coup; Diem and his brother Nhu were 
executed. Until May 1966 there followed a period of short-lived South 
Vietnamese administrations, in which governments sympathetic to Bu 
dhism and its anti-war stance were popular with the people but unaccept¬ 
able to the South Vietnamese military and their American backers, w d e 
governments acceptable to the latter were unacceptable to the masses o 
South Vietnamese people and the Buddhist leadership that voiced t ieir 
anti-war sentiment. 8 

In this way, from 1963 to 1966, protest for freedom of religion steadily 
widened into protest against political oppression and, especially, for peace. 
Buddhism became the people’s voice and steadfastly called for an end to the 
war. Finally, in 1966, with strong American backing, the South Vietnamese 
government army of the Thieu-Ky regime crushed the military forces that 
had withdrawn their support from the government and arrested virtually 
the entire Buddhist activist leadership. This effectively ended the power of 
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the Buddhist anti-war movement known as the “Struggle Movement” 
though protests continued throughout the war years. 

At the same time that Buddhism represented the anti-war sentiment of 
the Vietnamese people, it was also developing a new social work emphasis. 
The monk Thich Nhat Hanh founded the School of Youth for Social Ser¬ 
vice in 1964 as a vehicle for social work in the countryside. Inevitably, the 
monks, nuns, and laypeople attracted to this dynamic new form of Bud¬ 
dhism found themselves engaged in efforts to protect the people from the 
war and to heal them from its destruction, while at the same time going 
about their social work of teaching, building public buildings, caring for 
the needy, and helping improve agriculture, sanitation, and roads. 

The spiritual foundations of the Buddhist Struggle Movement contain 
features we have seen in other movements, though in a form that might be 
difficult to recognize here. First, despite the role played by the military in 
the above account, the Buddhist Struggle Movement itself was strictly 
nonviolent. While they invited members of the South Vietnamese army to 
withdraw their support from regimes determined to perpetuate or expand 
the war, they never sought military backing for themselves. Indeed, a large 
part of the Buddhist movement’s efforts were dedicated to the aid and pro¬ 
tection of deserters and draft resisters. Similarly, the self-immolations of 
Buddhist monks, nuns, and laypersons look violent indeed to the observer, 
ut Buddhist theoreticians insisted that they should not be so understood, 
irst, no Buddhist leadership ever endorsed or sanctioned the self-immola¬ 
tions, they were the actions of individuals who had made the kind of deci¬ 
sion that is made without asking for approval. Second, the self-immolations 
were not acts of despair but were said to be the loving efforts of a selfless 
Person sacrificing him/herself in an effort to teach, to reach deeply into the 
earts of those propagating the war so as to make them psychologically and 
spiritually unable to continue doing so, and to make them want to stop, 
ose who immolated themselves willingly took unto themselves the bad 
arma of causing harm to a sentient being (themselves), abandoning their 
parents, and so on, in an effort to prevent the much greater suffering of a 
m ^ C greater group of sentient beings by bringing the war to an end. 

e secon d characteristic feature of the spirituality of the Buddhist 
tru ggle Movement was the refusal to take sides, either with North or 
oiith, communist or capitalist; they wished to be only on the side of the 
people and of life. This was, after all, a fratricidal civil war, in which broth¬ 
ers might be in opposing armies. In such a situation, Nhat Hanh expressed 
the sentiments of many in a poem entitled “Do Not Shoot Your Brother,” 
which was sung throughout South Vietnam: 




BUDDHIST SPIRITUALITY AND SOCIAL ACTIVISM 


463 


Our enemy has the name of hatred 
Our enemy has the name of inhumanity 
Our enemy has the name of anger 
Our enemy has the name of ideology 
Our enemy wears the mask of freedom 
Our enemy is dressed in lies 
Our enemy bears empty words 
Our enemy is the effort to divide us. 

Our enemy is not man. 

If we kill man, with whom shall we live? 9 

This refusal to take sides with one party against another is based not only 
upon sympathy for all involved—the Buddhists were clear that in war, all 
are victims: combatants and noncombatants, victors and losers, the living 
and the dead—but also upon a keen Buddhist sense of karmic intercon¬ 
nection, with a consequent nonjudgmental ethical posture. The war was 
the massive karmic consequence of countless interconnected causal threads 
(including global geopolitics, the Cold War, Vietnamese history); it was a 
vast karmic knot in which the threads of countless individuals from North 
and South Vietnam, America and the Soviet Union were hopelessly tangled. 
Given the inexorability of the law of cause and effect, given the intercon¬ 
nectedness of causes and effects in the lives of all the individuals directly 
and tangentially involved, from the Buddhist perspective it would have 
been false to the reality of the situation to pretend to divide these tangled, 
interconnected threads, to sort them into two groups, us and them, and to 
justify one’s own side while condemning the other. From this perspective, 
there was no place for blame, no place for negative judgment: humans are 
karmic beings who do what they do for reasons. Rather than judgment, 
blame, and side-taking, what was needed in this context was to understand 
the karmic forces that drove people and groups to do what they did and to 
remove the causes that would result in further suffering—prominently 
including separation and enmity between opposing sides. Thus, to avoi 
taking sides and to make every effort to reconcile, to repair the rift in t e 
human community, was not a matter of strategy or even of distaste for tie 
various extant camps; it was a matter of fundamental necessity in the Bud¬ 
dhist analysis. The war was an expression of a divided humanity; the Bud¬ 
dhists would not contribute to that division, but heal it if they could. 

The Buddhist effort to end the war did not succeed. Since the reunion of 
Vietnam under the communist government, Buddhism has continued to 
suffer oppression. Fearful of the power latent in Buddhism, the government 
keeps the church and its leadership under strict control, with many monks 
under house arrest and some still in prison. Buddhists are prohibited from 
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performing social work and are limited to the most traditional kinds of reli¬ 
gious services. 

Thich Nhat Hanh lives in exile in France (the Vietnamese government 
refuses to grant him a return visa). He and his followers continue to work 
actively on behalf of the people of Vietnam. During the boat people crisis, 
they hired boats and picked up refugees from their flimsy crafts. Today they 
work in a variety of creative ways to send money to Vietnam to support war 
orphans and the poorest of the poor. They continue to train Buddhist social 
workers, poised for action the moment the government lifts its restrictions, 
as they believe it will. Nhat Hanh also travels around the Western world, a 
leader in the international Engaged Buddhism movement (this term was 
coined by Nhat Hanh to refer to socially activist Buddhism), a widely 
respected leader in the interreligious community of spiritual social activists, 
and a leader of workshops in Buddhist practice designed variously for social 
activists, expatriate Vietnamese, Western families, Vietnam war veterans, 
psychologists, artists, and other groups. 


Tibet 


The Chinese invaded Tibet in 1949, establishing complete control in 1959, 
at which time the Dalai Lama fled from Tibet to India. He continues to the 
present to live in Dharamsala, India, together with a community of about 
100,000 Tibetan refugees. Chinese rule in Tibet has been catastrophic for 
the Tibetan people, their culture, their Buddhist religion, and for the phys¬ 
ical land of Tibet. Suffering at all times strict political oppression, with 
severe punishment for any challenge or protest against the Chinese gov¬ 
ernment or its policies, the Tibetan people’s suffering was especially acute 
tiring the Cultural Revolution, when death from torture, inhumane prison 
conditions, execution, and especially famine reached its peak. It is estimated 
tiat over one million Tibetans have died as a direct result of the Chinese 
invasion, occupation, and mismanagement of Tibet; this is one-fifth of the 
population of Tibet. 


Since the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese have changed their Tibet pol- 
lc y ln a m anner that remains devastating to the Tibetans. By means of a 
massive population transfer of ethnic Han Chinese into Tibet, the Tibetans 
are fast becoming a minority in their own country. Combine this with the 
destruction and repression of traditional religion and culture, especially as 
embodied in the foremost transmitter of traditional culture, the Buddhist 
religion (over 6,000 monasteries, temples, and historic structures have been 
destroyed; vast numbers of monks and nuns have been forcibly returned to 
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lay life; the Buddhist leadership is in exile or effectively silenced), and it is 
obvious that Tibetan culture is engaged in a desperate struggle for survival. 
Many have called the present Tibet policy of China “cultural genocide” for 
this reason; indeed, much of the hope for the preservation of Tibetan cul¬ 
ture and religion lies in what can be preserved outside of Tibet. 

The Dalai Lama, regarded by Tibetan Buddhists as the incarnation of the 
bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, was until 1959 the spiritual and temporal head 
of the Tibetan people. He continues as their spiritual head and as the head 
of a government-in-exile in Dharamsala. As the intensely beloved and 
deeply respected heart and soul of the Tibetan people, the fact of his sur¬ 
vival has been of the first importance to the Tibetans. Not only has he sur¬ 
vived, not only has he failed to be overcome by his plight and that of his 
people, but he has developed into a unique and remarkable leader who 
embodies in his person both the continuity of the Tibetan religion and its 
far-reaching reform, both profound spiritual guidance and deft secular lead¬ 
ership. He has consistently drawn on Buddhist spiritual resources to urge 
the Tibetans to avoid all violence in their response to the Chinese occupa¬ 
tion. He has led the movement for the reform of the Tibetan government 
in exile and Tibetan ecclesial institutions, replacing hierarchical and aut or 
itarian structures with representative and democratic ones. He has overseen 
efforts to preserve Tibetan culture and religion in Dharamsala and t iroug i 
out the world. Most importantly, he has led the global effort to restore 
independence to Tibet through negotiation and diplomacy. His proposa s, 
which have never received a positive response from the Chinese, consistent y 
call for the demilitarization of Tibet, the restoration of human rig its to 
Tibetan people, abandonment of the population transfer policy, protection 
of the natural environment of Tibet, and a negotiated settlement 0 re 
tions between Tibet and China. The Dalai Lama was awar e tie 
Peace Prize in 1989. A/f nt 

Along with Maha Ghosananda and the Vietnamese Struggle Movem , 
the Dalai Lama is one of the foremost examples of the Bu 1SC P r 
loving the enemy under conditions which might be expecte to r 
one to hate. In the Dalai Lama’s understanding, the proper respons 
enemy is gratitude. He quotes a verse and comments as 0 ows. 

If one whom I’ve helped my best 
And from whom I expect much 
Harms me in an inconceivable way, 

May I regard that person as my best teacher. 

Only when someone criticizes and exposes our faults are we able to discover 
our problems and confront them. Thus is our enemy our greatest friCn . e 
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provides us with the needed test of inner strength, tolerance, and respect for 
others. Instead of feeling anger toward this person, one should respect him 
and be grateful. 


Reflecting on human suffering, he states, "many of our troubles are man¬ 
made, created by our own ignorance, greed, and irresponsible action .” 10 
Thus, while not flinching from criticizing Chinese treatment of Tibetans, as 
a Buddhist leader (and, the devoted would say, as an incarnation of the 
Bodhisattva of Compassion) he is incapable of leading the Tibetan people 
down a path which could only add to the suffering in the China-Tibet con¬ 
frontation through the harboring of ill-will, anger, and hatred and the 
expression of these emotions in violence, and instead always reaches out in 
goodwill to the Chinese, seeking solutions that meet the real needs of both 
sides of the conflict, calling for peaceful third-party intervention and urg 
mg the Tibetan people to be as forbearing as they possibly can The Dalai 
Lama is absolutely certain that anger cannot solve the problems of Tibet or 
any problems, in a deep and lasting way. Conversely, he is equally confident 
that oaly love and understanding can produce a real resolution. Though the 
path of love takes longer, he says, it is finally the only real alternative 


Japan 

Japan is the only country in the world to have suffered nuclear attack As a 
onsequence, intense antipathy has been the dominant feeling of the Japan- 
Thp W f- ar | S nuc ear wea Pons, and war in general, since the end of WWII 
groups ^ mgS ^ CXpreSScd ln a number of Japanese Buddhist activist 

is fheNifin alm °u exc,usive| y u P on ari anti-war and anti-nuclear message 
Nichirk p an 7 u 6 ' 11 SCCt ° F Nidliren Buddhism > founded in Japan by 
wodd Fu U - ,n ’ ™ ChaPtCrS ^ SCVCral COuntrics d ^oughout the 

deenlvi "“.i" Wdl bcfore WW11 ’ met and was 

confr PrCSS ^ ^ Mahatma Gandhi. Today the sect is best known for the 

marches C |ed h thrOU S hout the w °rld and for its peace 

u-i , ^ monks of the sect beating on drums and chanting the 

folln ir !?r C ! S NamU My6h6 Rcn g ek y 5 ” (‘' Pr aise to the Lotus Sutra") and 
R A Jk d ^ ° ng ° r Sh ° rt columns of su PPorters, both Buddhist and non- 
ust. In addition, activist monks of the sect may be found sitting in 
protest or witness before such things as armament shipment sites or exhi- 
inons of newly developed weapons, beating their drums and chanting. All 
t ese activities are expressions of their passionately held belief that war and 
c ie manufacture of weapons are criminal activities; and at the same time 
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they arc public actions intended to raise public awareness of and support for 
the imperative of global disarmament and-peace. 

Moved by similar concerns, the large Nichiren-inspired lay sects Rissho 
Koseikai and Soka Gakkai have ongoing programs designed to bring about 
a world in which peace is possible. Both sects have sponsored many dia¬ 
logues, workshops, and cultural exchanges between persons of differing cul¬ 
tures and religions in order to promote simple understanding across the 
barriers erected by nations, ethnicity, language, and religion. This is an 
expression of a prominent theme in Buddhist activist thought, namely, that 
the divisions among humankind promote misunderstanding, and that the 
human ego tends to react to that which it does not understand, that which 
it suspects is “different” from itself, with fear and aggression. Thus in an 
effort to prevent violence and war these sects create opportunities for 
understanding by promoting simple contact and communication across the 
barriers erected among themselves by humankind. 

With similar motivation, Rissho Koseikai and Soka Gakkai have also 
sponsored exhibitions in Japan graphically depicting the sufferings of 
WWII, particularly those caused by nuclear attack. Concerned that the 
younger generation of Japanese who did not suffer through the war lack the 
experiential knowledge that gave so many of their elders firm anti-war and 
anti-nuclear attitudes, these groups have sought to provide some under¬ 
standing of the intensity of the suffering involved through the graphic por¬ 
trayal of such things as nuclear wounds and destruction. Soka Gakkai has 
published over one hundred volumes recording in their own words and in 
painful detail the wartime experiences of those who fought in or lived 
through WWII. 

Underlying such activities are beliefs about human nature, beliefs largely 
formed by the concept of Buddha-nature. According to this view as applied 
in this context, and simplifying drastically, a human being is composed of a 
surface-level ego and a deeper-level Buddha-nature. The ego is the cause o 
the major part of human suffering. One of.its propensities is to fear and feel 
aggressive towards that which is unknown or “different. But the ego caus¬ 
es suffering because it suffers itself. It knows, and indeed does not forget for 
a moment, that it is fundamentally exceedingly fragile, small, isolated, and 
mortal. Life for the isolated ego is quite dismal and hopeless. Fortunately, 
we are also, on a deeper level, Buddhas, that is, beings who may at any 
moment actualize their potential for Buddha-like behavior. These two func¬ 
tions are inversely related. That is, the greater the dominance of the ego in 
an individual, the less that individual will be able to express Buddha-like 
qualities, and vice versa. 
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Efforts by Buddhist activists to reach out to the public arc invariably 
efforts to reach out to the Buddha within each person, or in other words, that 
within each person which has the ability to transcend the isolation of the 
ego through empathctic understanding, feeling-with, and bonding. The 
Buddha within is that which is capable of feeling the suffering of another 
as one’s own suffering and spontaneously reaching out in an act of com¬ 
passion. The Buddha within is that which is capable of bypassing the ego’s 
fear of those who are “different” and constructing a bridge on the basis of 
our common humanity. It is the Buddha within that is capable of looking 
for the common good, rather than “my” or “our” advantage or victory. 

Here again is the meeting ground of Buddhist spirituality and Buddhist 
social activism. How does one reach the Buddha within when it is so often 
completely concealed by the ego and its fears? The Buddhist answer is 
essentially updya , skillful means: any and all effective, moral, nonviolent 
means should be used. On the one hand, the Buddha within may be nur¬ 
tured and the ego weakened through Buddhist practice of meditation and 
mindfulness. But obviously not everyone is prepared to sit down today and 
start meditating. Clearly, other means must be found. In some cases, the 
example of a dignified Buddhist monk chanting before an arms shipment 


39. Monks leading Dhammayatra Walk in for the protection of Sankla Lake, 
southern Thailand (May 1998) 
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facility may succeed in touching the compassionate depths of an onlooker. 
In other cases, to meet the “enemy” and discover some common interests 
may weaken the ego’s fear. In many cases, to directly witness the suffering 
of another delivers a powerful jolt to the Buddha within, producing an 
immediate bond of concern transcending the gulf between self and other. 
These arc only some ways; in principle, there are countless ways in which 
the Buddha within might be nurtured and/or the dominance and fear of the 
ego reduced. To the activist, all these approaches reinforce each other, and 
the door is wide open to the creation of new ways capable of addressing the 
condition of human beings today. 

Protection of the Environment 

Though less headline-catching than Buddhist work for peace, protection of 
the environment is a prominent element in Buddhist activism in the West, 
throughout Southeast Asia, in Tibet, Japan, and Sri Lanka. In Asia, this seems 
to be a matter of historical necessity. As predominantly Third World peo¬ 
ple, many Asian Buddhists have 
tended to live in rural areas, with 
lives based upon subsistence 
farming or fishing. Suddenly, the 
modern world has caught up 
with this way of life and is rapid¬ 
ly overpowering it. Perhaps the 
two most acute cases arc Thai¬ 
land and Tibet. 

In Thailand, Buddhists strug¬ 
gle against overwhelming odds to 
protect Thailand’s trees from 
deforestation so rapid that in the 
space of only forty years Thailand 
has been transformed from a 
country 80% covered by forests 
to one only 20% covered by 
forests. The consequences have 
been devastating, including dras¬ 
tically reduced harvests, tremen¬ 
dous loss of topsoil, both flooding 

and aridity, ruined water sources, 40 . Monks “ordaining” the community forest in 
and ruined farmers. In addition to Yasothon Province, northeast Thailand. 
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educational, protest, and petitionary responses, a unique response to this 
problem from the Buddhist leadership has been the ordination of threat¬ 
ened trees. Knowing that it would be extremely difficult for a Theravada 
Buddhist to harm a monk, monks "ordain” trees by wrapping them in the 
robes of a Buddhist monk and conducting the ordination ceremony that 
transforms the trees into monks, thereby protecting them. 

With the Chinese invasion, Tibet has also suffered environmental devas¬ 
tation with widespread deforestation and the wholesale wiping out of the 
wildlife of Tibet, including the apparent elimination of many rare species. 
For example, in the forties an observer reported, 

Every few minutes, we would spot a bear or a hunting wolf, herds of musk 
deer, kyangs, gazelles, bighorn sheep, or foxes. 


Observers today report walking 100 miles over three weeks and seeing 
not ing. 11 This sudden transformation has come about through Chinese 
po icies of wildlife slaughter (organized hunts using machine guns on entire 
erds), destruction of habitat, overgrazing through the forcing of nomads 

into communes, and deforestation (the clear-cutting of seventy percent of 
Tibet s forests). 12 


f ^ a * a ' bama himself has a very strong commitment to the protection 

o t e natural world, both in Tibet and globally. His Holiness’s birthday, 
July 6, ,s celebrated every year as "Tree Planting Day"; seeds blessed by His 
relamd SS ^ aVai able for tbis P ur POse. Virtually every Buddhist publication 
famonc p° e ™ ronmental issues carries an article by His Holiness. His 
m r IVC f oint Peace Plan, which lists the minimal essential require- 

Tiber’c ^ * 7 ^ Tlbet ’ llsts as P oint four, "Restoration and protection of 
for the env ‘c° nrnen t and the abandonment of China’s use of Tibet 

Dalai T am ° nuclear wea Pons and dumping of nuclear wastes.” The 

a wildlife sa ^ 3 S ° pr ° p0sed that the entire Tibetan plateau be made into 
dlife sanctuary and a demilitarized zone of peace. 

envim 3 * n ® uc ^ b ’ st spirituality for this concern to protect the 
quence^thV' ' S , Buddhist e ™ronmental concern an accidental conse- 
Buddhkr j f at some countries facing environmental devastation are 

to be avai^KI ? lnev ‘ tab ^ y ^ raw on the Buddhist resources that happen 
. b e ’ Some of the resources found in Buddhism to support the 
BurlHb’ ° n ° nature include the following. (1) The most basic principles of 
j- Ct 1CS are teachings of compassion and nonviolence; these are 

most immediately at the human and nonhuman animal worlds 
ut are always understood to embrace all forms of life and life itself. In the 
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modern world, these teachings are easily interpreted to apply also to the 
matrix of life, the Earth. For example, in his effort to popularize and inter¬ 
pret for the modern world the five lay precepts of Buddhism, Thich Nhat 
Hanh rewords the first precept (not to kill) as: “Aware of the suffering 
caused by the destruction of life, I vow to cultivate compassion and learn 
ways to protect the lives of people, animals, plants, and minerals.” 13 (2) The 
most basic cosmological principles of Buddhism, conditioned origination 
and interdependence, undercut tendencies to see reality in terms of separate 
and independent units and instead emphasize the dependence of every phe¬ 
nomenon upon countless other phenomena. Buddhists in the habit of 
thinking in terms of interrelationships and mutual causation readily under¬ 
stand the basic principles of an ecological worldview; indeed, they are one 
and the same. (3) Buddhism espouses a Middle Path way of life in which 
enough is, simply, enough—countering consumerism, waste, the drive to 
possess, and greed. 

The Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement, founded by A. T. Ariyaratne, 
may be the best proactive example of Buddhist environmental concerns in 
Asia. Sarvodaya is a vast, Buddhist-inspired Sri Lankan grassroots develop¬ 
ment movement. Free of the necessity of reacting to environmental threat 
and disaster, this group has the opportunity to promote development based 
upon Buddhist principles, rather than capitalist or Marxist ones. Sarvodaya 
takes as its first objective the “total well-being” of the people moral, cul¬ 
tural, spiritual, and economic. 14 It understands the Ten Basic Needs of 
humans to be: water; food; housing; clothing; health care; communication, 
fuel; education; a clean, safe, beautiful environment; and a spiritual and 
cultural life. These needs are interactive, rather than hierarchical, thus the 
needs for food, housing, and clothing cannot cancel the need for a clean and 
beautiful environment and, as Macy notes, “attention to the nonmatena 
needs sets the material ones in perspective, as the support but not the pur 
pose of life.” Consequently, Sarvodaya seeks ways to develop work oppor¬ 
tunities in the villages, thus eliminating the need for young men to move 
to the cities in order to work, which in turn helps prevent the ills of rapid 
urbanization and allow's people to live on a humane scale in the villages 
with their community rootedness, support, and security. Sarvodaya prac¬ 
tices the kind of “Buddhist economics” espoused by E. F. Schumacher 15 in 
which sufficiency is plenty, low technology and small-scale projects are 
always preferred, decisions impinging upon the community are made local¬ 
ly by those who will be impacted by them, and nature is a partner to be 
conserved and sustained. 
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Human Rights and Well-Being 

Some Buddhist leaders and scholars have asserted that the notion of human 
rights is a Western concept, alien to Buddhism and potentially harmful in 
its implications. Their concerns have to do with the individualism that they 
believe is embedded in the concept and the selfishness and adversarial 
stance of insisting upon “my/our rights.” These concerns are valid from a 
Buddhist perspective. However, against these points must be weighed the 
facts that (1) Buddhist activist leaders today—especially those most expe¬ 
rienced in communicating in the international community—readily explain 
their own work using human rights language; and (2) Buddhist social 
activists in the modern world are already working for human rights by the 
millions. Taking these facts together, we conclude that, while the concept 
of human rights and the phrase ‘‘human rights” may require some adjust¬ 
ment from a Buddhist perspective, still the social and political objectives 
sought by many Buddhist activists are the same kind of objectives sought 
by Western human rights activists. 


Ambedkarites 

The most outstanding example of a Buddhist movement working for 
human social equality is the group of ex-untouchable new Buddhist organiza¬ 
tions inspired in India by Ambedkar. Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, born a Hindu 
untouchable, rose to become one of the great statesmen and founding 
fathers of the postcolonial state of India. Despite his status as major architect 
of the Constitution of India, he continued to be treated as an inferior being 
y many more ordinary mortals because of his low caste status. Repulsed by 
t e immorality and incorrigibility of the caste system, Ambedkar vowed he 
would not die a Hindu. Citing its roots in India, its tolerance, and its prin¬ 
ciples of social equality, Ambedkar converted to Buddhism shortly before 
is death in a massive public ceremony in which millions of other untouch- 
a es joined with him in a great mass conversion. Since that time, millions 
more of former untouchables have converted to Buddhism, expressly to leave 
ehind their status as socially contemptible and to gain a new level of dig¬ 
nity as human beings spiritually and socially equal to anyone. In practice, 
since almost all Buddhists in India are ex-untouchables, the Buddhist label 
as by no means always helped them to escape social ostracism and disdain. 
Nonetheless, converts to Buddhism report a surge in self-esteem as they 
take a step for themselves that rejects the status imposed upon them by the 
larger society. Thus, to convert is to repudiate the caste system, to repudiate 
institutionalized inequality, and to insist upon being regarded as worthy. 
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The Ambedkarite movement poses a challenge to Buddhism as deep as 
any challenge from within may be. Their Buddhism is social and political 
first, spiritual second. They largely reject the “blame the victim” mentality 
of traditional Buddhism that claims that one’s suffering is caused by one’s 
own actions in this and past lives and insist upon the social and institutional 
causes of the suffering they experience as dalit, “oppressed” people. They by 
and large are exclusively interested in the betterment of their lot here and 
now, and have little patience with delaying gratification to a little under¬ 
stood nirvaiia . Buddhism here is so thoroughly transformed that some 
Buddhists wonder out loud if it is still Buddhism at all. Nonetheless, this 
movement is heavily supported by Buddhist organizations from both East 
and West who contribute both money and labor to support this effort to 
overcome the economic, social, psychological, and spiritual wounds caused 
by millennia of oppression. Understanding the elimination of suffering to 
be the goal of Buddhism, and further understanding all forms of suffering 
to be interrelated, so that someone cannot be expected to overcome spiri¬ 
tual suffering (by attaining enlightenment) while bearing gaping wounds 
caused by poverty, ill health, and self-loathing, these Buddhists do not hes¬ 
itate to see this movement as well within the parameters of the way of 
understanding and compassion founded by the Buddha. Some dalit groups 
themselves are beginning to see matters this way as well, and are beginning 
to reach out to embrace traditional Buddhist spiritual practices as tools that 
can help to heal their wounds—while social action helps to prevent new 
wounds from being inflicted. 


Political Activism 

The other great category of human rights work within Buddhism is work 
for freedom from political oppression. Countless Buddhists have died in the 
course of this work in Vietnam and in Tibet. Many Vietnamese and Tibetan 
monks and nuns remain imprisoned or under house arrest in their countries 
for their insistence upon religious freedom, a religious freedom that has in 
each case powerful political implications: a sovereign state in Tibet, and an 
open society in both countries. Aung San Sun Kyi spent six years under 
house arrest in Burma after her overwhelming success in the 1990 election, 
which the dictatorial military regime refused to recognize. She continues to 
lead the struggle that has seen monks and students by the tens of thousands 
filling the streets calling for democracy and for the military rulers to step 
down. Sivaraksa stood trial in Thailand, accused of lese-majeste—trea¬ 
son—for his many criticisms of the autocratic tendencies of the Thai rulers. 
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Acquitted, he pursues his activist endeavors, notably on the environmental 
and “anti-consumerism” fronts. 

Why do Buddhists so readily engage in this kind of political activism? In 
some cases, the need to practice their religion freely has pitted them against 
those in power; in others, the sheer brutality of rulers has caused suffering 
so intense and widespread as to make insurrection inevitable. In face of 
oppressive governments, the Buddhist sarigha may become the cle facto lead¬ 
ership and representative of the people because it is the only leadership 
available. However, the assumption of such political responsibility is also an 
expression of Buddhist spirituality, insofar as the monks, nuns, and layper¬ 
sons accept the challenge of the people’s suffering because they feel the suf¬ 
fering of others as their own. 

Buddhist political leadership tends to be limited to crisis situations. Typ¬ 
ically, the Buddhist monastic leadership tends to have an aversion to poli¬ 
tics. They dislike the adversarial stance and the accusing voice it seems to 
require; they abhor the self-assertion and self-praise that seems to be intrin¬ 
sic to political life. During the war in Vietnam, for example, the Buddhist 
leadership for some time held real power in their hands, the power to bring 
down regimes and install sympathetic leaders, the power to mobilize the 
people by the tens of thousands and the millions, but they did not know 
what to do with that power and were very unsure whether they wanted it 
at all. They agonized over the pros and cons of founding a Buddhist polit¬ 
ical party until the moment of opportunity passed and they were crushed. 
Even Aung San Suu Kyi has disavowed all interest in politics and declared 
that her willingness to act as she has was purely a matter of accepting her 
duty as daughter of a Burmese national hero and serving the people, itself 
an anti-political motivation harmonious with Buddhist spirituality. The one 
exception to this anti-political pattern is the Japanese Nichiren sect Soka 
a kai which founded an expressly political party, the Komeito. This party 
as een quite successful in getting itself elected but quite unsuccessful in 
a EY significant change in Japanese politics or society, 
e Nobel Peace Prize is a measure of the importance of Buddhist work 
wit in the political realm. Two Buddhist leaders have been awarded the 
o el ^ eace Prize in recent years, the Dalai Lama in 1989 and Aung San 
uu Kyi in 1991. In addition, Maha Ghosananda, Sulak Sivaraksa, and 
T ich Nhat Hanh have all been nominated for the Prize. Considering how 
few Buddhists there are in the world, this represents vastly disproportion¬ 
ate peace leadership offered to the global community by Buddhists. It is, of 
course, an expression of the foundational role played by nonviolence in 
Buddhist spirituality and ethics. The spiritual tenor of Buddhist social 
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activism is also having a disproportionate impact in global circles of nonvi¬ 
olent social activism, both interfaith and sectarian. Many activists cite the 
Buddhist emphasis upon the cultivation of spirituality—the notion that in 
order to “make peace” a person must “be peace”—as a new and vital con¬ 
tribution to the art of peacemaking. 16 


Women's Issues 

A profound challenge to the status quo of institutional Buddhism has come 
from within, from Buddhist women. Buddhist women’s challenges are basi¬ 
cally two: (1) the challenge to make major improvements in the status of 
Buddhist nuns, including the reestablishment of the nuns’ order in coun¬ 
tries where it has died out; and (2) challenges from Western Buddhist fem¬ 
inists to rethink and reform all aspects of Buddhist thought, practice, and 
institutional life that partake of, or support, patriarchal thought or mores. 

Concern about the status of Buddhist nuns, of course, has its roots in 
long-standing Buddhist institutionalization of nuns as inferior to monks. 
For millennia, the facilities, training, and popular support offered nuns has 
been far inferior to that offered monks. Today, women who want to ordain 
as nuns in Theravada or Tibetan lineages cannot do so since, according to 
the rules of the Buddhist order, the ordination process requires existing 
nuns to ordain new nuns, and the nuns’ order has died out in those coun¬ 
tries. In Theravada countries and in Tibet, women can only receive the vows 
of a novice, a situation that has led to the development of various quasi-nun 
categories. While their status varies from country to country, in many coun 
tries nuns and quasi-nuns fail to get the material support, the education, or 
the training they need. 

In response to this situation, a new organization, “Sakyadhita: Interna 
tional Association of Buddhist Women” (“Sakyadhita means Daughters 
of the Buddha”) was formed in 1987 at the first International Conference 
of Buddhist Nuns, to address the needs and concerns of Buddhist nuns an 
quasi-nuns. The progressive and activist wings of the male Buddhist v*or 
have joined with these women to research the Vinaya , the monastic ru e, to 
find a way to restore the Theravada and Tibetan nuns orders. Meanw i e, 
some women simply ordain in an existing order and then return to practice 
in their own line. Simultaneously, the nuns and quasi-nuns continue to 
press for reforms in their support, education, and training, which are quite 
urgently needed in some countries. 

Curiously enough, one group of quasi-nuns has little interest in ordain¬ 
ing as traditional nuns. In Sri Lanka, the dasa sil matavo , or ten precept 
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mi I. s-nrn bine oer- 

women, hold a status in between layperson and nun. They h 

sonal meditation practices for their own spiritual devclopm cnC he . , 

service activities such as teaching, counseling, minister ing r0 j • ’ 

chanting Buddhist scriptures, and performing ceremonies f° r , y ' 

Few of these women are interested in being placed under rh c c ° ‘^ n 

supervision of the monks as they would be, by monastic rule, * c ie ^ were 

ordained as nuns. Most of them prefer the situation they have at P re * e "5' m 

which they train and practice independently of the monks. Some o iai- 

land s mat ji feel the same. 

Two prominent groups of reform Buddhists have simply proceeded to 
directly institutionalize equality for women. In Taiwan, the large re orrnist 
temple Fo Kuang Shan provides equal opportunities for training an ead- 
ership to men and women. Men's and women’s abilities are equally 
expressed in the temple’s many activities, including extensive educational 
programs (preschool through high school, plus four Buddhist colleges), free 
medical clinics, homes for children and the elderly, a publishing house, 
wildlife preservation areas, prison visitation, and lecturing on Buddhist 
teac ings in factories and on radio and television. Women, both nuns and 
ayper s on s , are very visible in these activities. Similarly, the reformist Won 
u sect of Korea trains men and women equally to serve as priests, 

emale priests have equal status with male and can be seen independently 
esta lishing branch temples in Korea and wherever expatriate Koreans can 
C ounc l- In Korea, their social services arc very similar to those of the Fo 
Shan. In both of these dynamic and growing sects, women arc given 
a t orough education, are encouraged to develop themselves spiritually, are 
given opportunity for extensive and varied leadership in religious work per 
re an i n social services, and are very highly respected bv the communities 
they serve. y 


eanwhile, from the West comes the challenge of Western feminist 
women. Embracing Buddhism for its promise of spiritual liberation, they 
very prepared to challenge any oppressive qualities or practices they find 
highh'rh Am ° ng otlier things, Western feminists have (1) sought out and 
b e ^ lg teC * as P ec ts of Buddhist teachings, history, and training that might 
dl . eS ^ eci ' a ^y helpful for women, and subjected to criticism aspects of Bud- 
asm that might be harmful to women; (2) challenged hierarchical pat- 
0 authority within the administration of practice centers, while leav¬ 
ing a one, f 0r the most part, the spiritual authority of the teacher; (3) 
exposed the abuse of power by some male teachers, including sexual rela¬ 
tions etween male teachers and female students; these exposures have torn 
some practice centers apart and seen some teachers asked to leave by the 
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members of their centers; (4) challenged misogynist attitudes when found 
among more conservative monks and in some cases established offshoot 
centers to elude control by such monks. 

The West has also seen the emergence of impressive numbers of full- 
fledged female teachers, often with new emphases and creative approaches. 
For example, Joko Beck teaches an “everyday Zen” in which students take 
as the themes of their practice such things as love, work, emotions, and 
family life. Toni Packer teaches a Zen that attempts to tear away all labels 
and “isms,” including the Zen label, all words and institutions that divide 
people, and focuses entirely on attending to the present moment. These are 
two examples of women who, while not labeling themselves as feminist, 
powerfully express the concerns of feminist Buddhist spirituality. Toni Pack¬ 
er rejects a traditional Buddhism in which “spirituality and ordinary exis¬ 
tence are seen as antithetical to each other” and seeks a spirituality that can 
speak to women’s concerns, one in which “housework, meditation, busi¬ 
ness, study, childcare, retreat, marriage, celibacy—all the dichotomies and 
hierarchies that seemed so clear—vanish.” In such a spirituality, no longer 
will a man who spends most of his life alone in caves attaining esoteric 
states of mind be regarded as so ideal,” but “nor for that matter will a 
woman who raises many children without ever developing herself. In 
quest of a spirituality that brings to ordinary life the conditions of calm, 
mindfulness, compassion, and wisdom that have traditionally been devel 
oped by meditation in retreat from ordinary life, feminist Buddhists see to 
integrate their two deepest commitments: to spiritual self-development 
and to loving relationships lived out in the mundane sphere. 


American Buddhist Activism 
The Buddhist Peace Felloivship 

The Buddhist Peace Fellowship is a network of American Buddhist 
activists. The following sample of activities reported in the p a £ cs ° 

BPF journal will provide an idea of the concerns and ingenuity of American 
Buddhist activists: 

1. “Making Peace with Animals” finds homes for retired racing £ re y 
hounds that would otherwise be destroyed or sold to labs; 

2. San Francisco Buddhists open the Maitri AIDS Hospice in the heart of 
San Francisco’s gay community, offering care to terminally ill P eo P e 
with AIDS and support to their family and friends, including medita¬ 
tion training as a skill for responding to life-threatening illness; 
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3. “Urban Agriculture for Violence Prevention” attempts to make a dif¬ 
ference in the lives of inner-city youth through gardening and human 
presence; 

4. Zen master Bernie Glassman and followers provide employment, per¬ 
manent housing, and child care for homeless families, thereby offering 
them the opportunity to help themselves; he also offers weeklong 
“street retreats" in New York’s bowery in which participants live for 
several days on the streets and experience homelessness, poverty, 
hunger, and begging; 

5. anti-death penalty work emerges as an expression of the first lay pre¬ 
cept, no killing; 

6. Veteran’s Day anti-gun vigils are held at gun stores; 

7. the “Nuclear Guardianship Project” plans for long-term citizen sur¬ 
veillance of nuclear wastes; and 

8. work with Asian refugee communities is widespread. Beyond such 
activities (which proliferate creatively and endlessly), many American 
Buddhists have taken the perspectives of activist Buddhism to heart and 
seek to express them daily in their interactions with others, their choice 
of vocation, their determination to live an environmentally sound 
lifestyle, and so forth. 


The Naropa Institute Program in Engaged Buddhism 

Beginning in 1995, Naropa Institute (a Buddhist-inspired college) is offer¬ 
ing a new “Engaged Buddhism” concentration within its Master of Arts 
degree program in Buddhist Studies. 19 The program draws upon thought 
basic to Engaged Buddhism, seeking to prepare students to “address social 
issues in a manner which recognizes the interdependence of all things, such 
that the suffering of others is also one’s own suffering, and the violence of 
others is also one’s own violence.” The program offers training that focuses 
on meditation practice, awareness of suffering [see Bernie Glassman], abil¬ 
ity to exchange self for other [see Thich Nhat Hanh], and appreciation of 
obstacles as opportunity [see the Dalai Lama}.” This program well express¬ 
es the basic premises of Engaged Buddhism: social action requires the per¬ 
sonal preparation of meditation, which yields calm, insight, and compas¬ 
sion; action lacking in such underlying personal peace will never be able to 
“make peace.” 

At the same time, personal spiritual development breaks down the 
boundaries between self and other and will thus naturally be expressed in 
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action to enhance the well-being of others, which may be formalized in 
social service work or other forms. It should be noted that while this pro¬ 
gram is unique for the West, its heritage may clearly be seen in the School 
of Youth for Social Service, founded by Thich Nhat Hanh in the 1960s in 
Vietnam to train Buddhist social workers. 

Conclusion 

Twentieth-century Buddhist social activism is unprecedented as a Buddhist 
phenomenon. While all the needful spiritual and ethical foundations for 
such activism have always been present in Buddhism, it required phenom¬ 
ena of our time—Western liberal social analysis, Gandhi, acute and chronic 
crises—to bring these seeds to fruition. 20 But while this movement is 
unprecedented, it is so geographically widespread, so appealing to the mil¬ 
lions upon millions of ordinary Buddhists who have embraced it in one 
form or another, indeed so inevitable as a phenomenon of the modern 
world, that it is certain to have pervasive and lasting influence on Bud¬ 
dhism as the latter strives to meet the challenges of the Western world and 
of modernity in the coming century. 

Buddhist social activism, then, represents a major change in Buddhism. 
But is Buddhist spirituality itself changed in this movement? Traditiona 
Buddhist spirituality already embraces vast diversity. Insofar as what we 
have here manifests the spirituality of selflessness, compassion, calm, an 
insight, it cannot be regarded as new. Rather, it should be regarded as anat 
ural evolution of its heritage. Perhaps the greatest challenges to Bu ust 
spirituality in this movement come from the Ambedkarite groups an 
Western feminists, both of which question whether there may be somet ing 
deficient in the traditional values of Buddhist spirituality themselves, ut 
Buddhist spirituality is patient and pragmatic, highly tolerant o c ran £ c 
and diversity. Buddhists are happy to nurture the questioning an experi 
mentation in which these groups are engaged. Indeed, they see this see 'ing 
itself as a form of Buddhist spirituality and are entirely confident o t ie out 
come. 


Notes 

1. “An Open Letter from The Network For Western Buddhist Teachers, Turn¬ 
ing Wheel: Journal of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship (Summer, 1993) 40. 

2. Thich Nhat Hanh in Daniel Berrigan and Thich Nhat Hanh, The Rajtis Not 
the Shore: Conversations Toivard a Buddhist I Christian Awareness (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1975) 99. 
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3. All quotations and other information on Abbot Nan are taken from "A Bud¬ 
dhist Approach to Fighting Rural Poverty,” by Sanitsuda Ekachai, March 11, 
1989, distributed by the International Network of Engaged Buddhists, PO. Box 
1, Ongharak Nakhorn Nayok 26120 Thailand. 

4. See Joanna Macy, Dharma and Development: Religion as Resource in the Sarvodaya 
Self-Help Movement , Revised Edition (West Hartford, CT: Kumarian Press 1983 
1985). 

5. There have also been right-wing responses, such as Japanese Buddhist 
churches support for Japanese imperialism during World War II, but these things 
fall outside the scope of this essay. 

6. Information on Cambodia is taken from "Editor’s Introduction,” Step by Step 
by Maha Ghosananda, edited by Jane Sharada Mahoney and Philip Edmonds 
(Berkeley: Parallax Press, 1992) 3-23. 


7. Preface by Jack Kornfield in Maha Ghosananda, Step by Step. 

8. For details, see George McT. Kahin, Intervention: How America Became Involved 
in Vietnam (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986). 

9. Thich Nhat Hanh, cited in James H. Forest, The Unified Buddhist Church of 
Vietnam, fifteen Years for Reconciliation (International Fellowship of Reconciliation, 
published by Hof van Sonoy, the Netherlands, 1978) 12. 

10. His Holiness the Dalai Lama XIV, "The Principle of Universal Responsi¬ 
bility” (pamphlet) (New York: Potala Publications, no date), no pagination. 

/ ^ owe ^> The Agony of Tibet,” Buddhist Peace Fellowship: Newsletter of 

1 6 U /J/ Peace fellowship (Spring, 1990) 10; reprinted from Greenpeace Magazine 

15:2 (March/April, 1990). 

p V/* 0 ^ 11 ’ Agony of Tibet, and Christine Keyser, "Endangered Tibet,” 
Buddhist Peace Fellowship (Fall, 1990) 28. 

, I 3 .' J hlch Nhat Hanh > For a Future to Be Possible: Commentaries on the Five Won¬ 
derful Precepts. (Berkeley: Parallax Press, 1993) 13. 

14. This paragraph draws directly from Macy, esp. 27, 45-47. 
l/ Tk F u S x h i UmaCher ’ SmaU Is Beauti f ul (New York: Harper and Row, 1973). 
read'modern d atHanhS (Bcrkele y : Parallax Press, 1987) is a widely- 

I 7 . Onthe dasa sU matavo, see Nancy J. Barnes, “Buddhist Women and the 
»; f nS B ln Christopher L. Queen and Sallie B. King, Engaged Bud- 

sm. Buddhist Liberation Movements in Asia (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1996). 

p ar •' A 'M UOt r, nS ' n th ‘ S P ara g ra P h from Rita M. Gross, “Buddhism After 
P ^. 7° aU 3 Cooe y’ ^'hiam R. Eakin and Jay B. McDaniel, eds., After 

IQQlT^o wimst Transformations of the World Religions (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 

19. Information on this program comes directly from Naropa Institute and their 
promotional flyers. 

20. There is one exception to this generalization: the large Japanese lay organ- 

' 2atl0nS Koseikai and Soka Gakkai find their inspiration for activism in 

Nichiren, a sui generis Buddhist reformer of the thirteenth century. 




BUDDHIST SPIRITUALITY AND SOCIAL ACTIVISM 


481 


Bibliography 

Books 

Aitken, Robert. The Mind of Clover: Essays in Zen Buddhist Ethics. San Francisco: 
North Point Press, 1984. 

Ambedkar, B. R. The Buddha and His Dhamma. Bombay: People’s Education Soci¬ 
ety, 1984. 

Ariyaratne, A. T. In Search of Development: The Sarvodaya Movement s Effort to Har¬ 
monize Tradition with Change. Moratuwa, Sri Lanka: Sarvodaya Press, 1982. 
Buddhadasa, Bhikkhu. Dhammic Socialism. Edited by Donald Swearer. Bangkok: 
Komol Kimtong Foundation, 1986. 

Dalai Lama. The World of Tibetan Buddhism (Part II: An Altruistic Outlook and 
Way of Life). Translated, edited, and annotated by Geshe Thupten Jinpa. 
Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995. 

Eppsteiner, Fred, ed. The Path of Compassion: Writings on Socially Engaged Buddhism. 
Berkeley: Parallax Press, 1985, 1988. 

Jones, Ken. The Social Face of Buddhism. London: Wisdom Publications, 1989. 
Kabilsingh, Chatsumarn. Thai Women in Buddhism. Berkeley: Parallax Press, 1991. 
Kraft, Kenneth, ed. Inner Peace, World Peace: Essays on Buddhism and Nonviolence. 
Albany: SUNY Press, 1992. 

Macy, Joanna. Dharma and Development: Religion as Resource in the Sarvodaya 
Self-Help Movement , Revised Edition. Introduction by A.T. Ariyaratne. \ est 
Hartford: Kumarian Press, 1983, 1985. 

Nhat Hanh, Thich. Vietnam: Lotus in a Sea of Fire. New York: Hill and Wang, 

- Love in Action: Writings on Nonviolent Social Change. Foreword by Daniel 

Berrigan. Berkeley: Parallax Press, 1993. ., 

Queen, Christopher L. and Sallie B. King, eds. Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist i et 
ation Movements in Asia. Albany: SUNY Press 1996. 

Rahul a, Walpola. The Heritage of the Bhikkhu: A Short History of the Bhik “* n _. u 
cat tonal, Cultural , Social and Political Life. New York: Grove Press, 19 • irst 

published 1946) w/ . . 

Sangharakshita (Dennis P E. Ling wood). Ambedkar and Buddhism. Glasgow. in 
horse Publications, 1986. . , . 

Sivaraksa, Sulak. Seeds of Peace: A Buddhist Vision for Renewing Society, orewor 
the Dalai Lama. Preface by Thich Nhat Hanh. Berkeley: Parallax ress > 

Suu Kyi, Aung San. Freedom from Fear. Edited by Michael Aris. Lon on an ew 

York: Penguin Books, 1991- T c T • 

Tsomo, Karma Lekshe, ed. Sakyadhita: Daughters of the Buddha. Ithaca, now i 

Publications, 1988. 


Journals 

Newsletter on International Buddhist Women’s Activities , c/o Dr. Chatsumarn Kabils- 
ingh, Faculty of Liberal Arts, Thammasat University, Bangkok, Thailand 

102 ° 0 . _ „ 
Turning Wheel: Journal of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship , c/o Buddhist Peace Fe ow- 
ship, PO. Box 4650, Berkeley, CA 97404. 



31 


Theravada Spirituality 
in the West 

Egil Fronsdal 


W HILE WESTERN contact and study of the Theravada tradi¬ 
tion goes back to the earliest Christian missionaries in Sri 
Lanka in the sixteenth century and to European scholars 
in the early nineteenth century, the beginning of popular 
Western interest in and inspiration from Southeast Asian Buddhism began 
around 1870. Since that time, there have been two peaks in this interest, 
which we may take up in turn. 

In the first, from 1870 to 1912, European and American intellectuals 

oun in the early Buddhist texts an attractive alternative to Western reli 1 
gious beliefs. 

The second, which took place a century later in the period from 1970 to 
t e present, involved two separate demographic groups: one composed pre- 
ominantly of Caucasians, the other of Southeast Asian immigrants. The 
mer group is organized around specific Theravada meditation practices, 
metimes completely divorced from their doctrinal and religious context, 
f ^ aVC k u ^ c numerous temples in which the Theravada Buddhism 

eir ome countries is replicated. These traditional temples have had lit- 
C \X/ n ° UtS ^ e respective ethnic constituencies. 

it t e exception of the partially Westernized Sri Lankan missionary 
nagari a armapala (1864-1933), the introduction of Theravada Bud- 
sm as mainly been due to the efforts of Westerners. In the process of 
seection, translation, and adaptation, these Westerners have tended to 
e ne t e tradition around their own concerns. What is most fascinating 
a out t is process is the fact that the twentieth-century Theravada Bud- 
ism that many Westerners are encountering in Southeast Asia has been 
pro oundly changed by the nineteenth-century Asian contact with the West 
and with Western interpretations of Buddhism. 
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1873-1912 

The first popular wave of Western interest in Buddhism occurred during 
the last quarter of the nineteenth century among educated middle- and 
upper-class Europeans and Americans. Offering for many an attractive 
alternative and contrast to Christianity, Buddhism played an important 
part in the public dialogue on religion that characterized much of the inte 
lectual history of the times. During this period, articles on Buddhism, bot 
favorable and critical, frequently appeared in popular English and Ameri 
can magazines at a rate that has not been matched since. The interest was 
sparked in 1879 by the publication of Sir Edwin Arnold s (1832—190 ) epic 
poem The Light of Asia. The book became a best-seller that ran to more 
than one hundred reprints in England and the United States, not to men 
tion numerous translations in other languages. It gave Western rea ers 
biography of the Buddha that fitted in well with the humanistic an rat *°P 
al currents of Victorian thought. The presence of Buddhists at t ie 
World Parliament of Religions in Chicago further stimulated popu ar int 

est in Buddhism in the United States. . , 

This primarily intellectual interest in Buddhism had litt e contact ^ 
the living spirituality of contemporary Asian Buddhists. In act ’ C C ^ , 
consensus among the European scholars ot Buddhism, w 0 1 n ^ at 

define the late-nineteenth-century Western view of Bud usm, 

“pure” and “original” Buddhism was to be found in the ear lest a>er ^ 
Pali Canon before the tradition was contaminated by t e pop > k 00 ks 
natural, and superstitious overlays of later centuries. Sue i in ue 
as T. W. Rhys Davids’s Buddhism (1878) and Hermann Ene- 

read Buddha: Sein Leben, Seine Lehre, Seine Gemeinde (1881, pu is j ntro _ 
lish as The Buddha: His Life , His Doctrine, His Community ) i rT * u< j^ g uc |dha 
duce a Western audience to a rational and humanistic ,? . Qver t h e 
and his teachings. The preference given to “° r ‘g ina collecting, 

living spirituality of the East resulted in great sc h° ^ ^ ^ Rhys 

editing, printing, translating, and studying the Pa ‘ 1930 had suc- 

Davids founded in London the Pali Text Society, w nc p .j. ec [ it i ons 

ceeded in publishing most of the Pali canon bot • 10 r ° texts in English and 
and in English translations. The availability o di pre f e rence in 

other European languages contributed to a J f S hef Buddhist 

Europe for the Theravada scriptures over the literature o 
traditions. The contemporary Theravada tradition, however, was 
the custodian of these texts, not their authoritative interpre w j r u; n 

This scholarship had an impacr on modernist reform movements w.th n 
the Theravada tradition in Southeast Asia in that it encouraged a return o 
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the origins” through revising the tradition according to the teachings found 
in the Tripitaka, the three divisions of the Scriptural Canon. 1 In addition, the 
translation of the Pali canon into English had a major impact on educated 
Southeast Asian Buddhists by making the sacred texts available to a wider 
audience than ever before. Only then were they translated into modern 
Southeast Asian languages. The availability of these translations did much 
to break the religious monopoly of the monks and to stimulate the rapid 
growth of lay Buddhist movements in Sri Lanka and Burma. 

In the famous “Great Debate of Panadura” between the monk Mohotti- 
vatte Gunananda (1826-1890) and Christian missionaries in Sri Lanka in 
1873, the well-educated Gunananda was perceived as soundly refuting the 
Christians, reversing several decades of defeat at their hands. This event 
stimulated a resurgence of Buddhism in Sri Lanka, and accounts of it in 
American newspapers caught the attention of Colonel Henry Steele Olcott 
(1832-1907) and Madame Blavatsky (1831-1891), who were subsequent- 
y to found the Theosophical Society. After corresponding with Gunananda, 
they traveled to Sri Lanka on May 17, 1880, a date that marks the begin¬ 
ning of the modern Buddhist revival there. On May 25th, before a large 
au ience, they participated in the Theravada ceremony of taking the triple 
re uge and the five lay precepts. They were among the earliest, if not in fact 

1 f rSt ’ Westerners to formally declare themselves Buddhists in this 
solemn way. 

The Theosophists, in addition to introducing their own esoteric under- 
s an mg of Buddhism to the West, played an important role in the mod- 

Asian^ ° rmat *° n buddhism in Sri Lanka and to a lesser degree other 
countries. Olcott initiated an education movement that eventually 

Or^tT S ° mC f ° Ur hundred Buddhist grade schools throughout Sri Lanka, 
e international front, he attempted to unite the various Buddhist tra- 

flow,? S m u a SmglC association > designing a flag that is still recognized and 

rec ' ^ C C lnternatl °nal flag of Buddhism. On a visit to Japan in 1888 he 

dhkr^' T Cntllusiastlc welcome for his efforts on behalf of Asian Bud- 

I • S m \ Clr stru 8gle with the challenges of Christianity, Western ration¬ 
alism, and science. 

i A young Sri Lankan disciple of Olcott and Blavatsky, Don David Hewav- 
rnC T , 3 1 933), was directed by Blavatsky to devote himself to his 

a ive icravada religion. Remaining a celibate layman and adopting the 
innovative religious title of Anagarika (homeless one) and the name 
armapa a (guardian of the Dharma), he went on to become one of the 
ost important reformers of modern Sri Lankan Buddhism. Through his 
ips to t e United States and Europe Dharmapala became the most 
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influential Theravada Buddhist missionary in the West. In 1893 he was one 
ot the more charismatic speakers (second perhaps only to Swami 
Vivekananda) at the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago. There he 
met the publisher Paul Carus, who invited him back to the United States 
in 1897, at which time he opened an American branch of the Maha Bodhi 
Society, an international organization aimed at restoring the site ot Bud¬ 
dha’s enlightenment in Bodh Gaya. Individual Americans had declared 
themselves Buddhist before, but this was the first formal Buddhist organi¬ 
zation in the West. 

In 1898 an Englishman, Gordon Douglas, was ordained in Sri Lanka, 
becoming the first Westerner to join the traditional Buddhist monastic 
community. Little is known about Douglas, as he is often overlooked in his¬ 
torical accounts ot modern Western Buddhism. He seems to have stayed in 
Asia and to have had little influence on the development of Buddhism in 
the West. Ot more historical consequence was the work of Alan Bennet 
(1872-1923), the second Englishman to receive Theravada ordination. 
Inspired by both The Light of Asia and Theosophy, Bennet spent three years 
studying Buddhism in Sri Lanka. Then, in 1902, he was ordained in Burma 
under the name of Ananda Metteya. Within the year he had formed the 
Buddhasasana Samagama (International Buddhist Society) for the purpose 
of propagating Buddhism in Europe. In 1908 he traveled to England 
together with three Burmese monks and was received by the Buddhist Soci¬ 
ety of Great Britain and Ireland. The Society, founded in 1907, was the first 
Buddhist association in England and was presided over by T. W. Rhys 
Davids. Its primary focus was the Theravada tradition with its perceive 
atheism and ethic ot nonviolence and renunciation. Partly because of i 
health, Ananda Metteya had little success as a missionary, and within a year 
of his death in 1923 the Buddhist Society ceased to exist. 

German interest in Theravada Buddhism in the later nineteenth centur) 
was stimulated by Arthur Schopenhauer’s (1788—1860) high regar or 
Buddhism. The translations of much of the Pali Canon by Karl Eugen Neu 
mann (1865-1915) did much to advance knowledge of Buddhism in cr- 
many. Neumann was inspired by Schopenhauer to study both Pali an an- 
skrit, and in 1894 visited Sri Lanka for the first time. 

In 1903 Karl Seidenstuecker founded the first Buddhist society in Ger 
many, and in 1906 Germany hosted the first Buddhist Congress in Europe. 
In 1904 the German violinist Anton Geuth (1878—1957) was ordained in 
Sri Lanka and given the name Nyanatiloka. He subsequently founded a 
monastery in Sri Lanka on Polgasduwa Island, which has since housed 
many Western monks, several of whom were first-rate scholars. These 
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scholar-monks produced a number of influential translations and studies. 
The Visuddhimagga (The path of purification) was translated into German 
by Nyanatiloka and into English by the British monk Nanamoli (Osbert 
Moore, 1905-1960). The German monk Nyanaponika (Siegmund Feniger; 
1901-1994) wrote on the practice of mindfulness as taught in the Sati- 
patthdna Sutta. In 1950 he published Satipatthana , Der Heilsweg buddhistisch- 
er Geistesschulimg , and in 1954 the widely used English book The Heart of 
Buddhist Meditation (revised 1962). 

1920-1970 

The five decades between 1920 and 1970 saw little change in Theravada 
Buddhism in the West. Owing to the influence of D. T. Suzuki, interest in 
Southeast Asian Buddhism was eclipsed by a fascination for the Mahayana 
tradition, especially in the United States. Even in England, which had had 
a long relationship with Sri Lanka and Burma, involvement with Theravada 
spirituality grew slowly during this period, despite numerous visits by Bud¬ 
dhist missionary monks, some of whom were gifted scholars. The first Eng¬ 
lish vihara, or temple, was established by Sri Lankan monks in 1938. Eng¬ 
lish interest in Buddhism tended to be eclectic and ecumenical rather than 
to align itself with any particular sect. After the Buddhist Society of Eng- 
and and Ireland closed in 1924, it was “absorbed” into the Buddhist Lodge 
of the Theosophical Society, which was then renamed the Buddhist Society 
in 1926. As the most important vehicle for Buddhism in England for the 

next forty years, the Buddhist Society fostered interest in all forms of Asian 
Buddhism. 2 

In contrast, the German interest in Buddhism during this time remained 
predominantly Theravada in orientation. The writings of the Schopen¬ 
hauer-inspired Paul Dahlke (1865-1928) and Georg Grimm (1868-1945) 
i much to support the German Buddhist movement. But differences of 
opinion between these two about the Buddhist teaching of no-self split the 
erman Buddhist community. Grimm argued that the doctrine of anattd 
pertained only to the empirical world and that the Buddha believed in an 
eternal and transcendental soul. Dahlke had visited Sri Lanka in 1900 and 
octrinally aligned himself closely with the modernist Buddhist reform 
movement there. Basing his position on the Pali Canon, he argued in favor 
of the orthodox Theravada understanding of no-self as denying the exis¬ 
tence of any eternal soul. Though most German Buddhists sided with 
Dahlke, the small Buddhist association started by Grimm in 1921 still sur¬ 
vives. In 1926 Dahlke completed construction of Das Buddhistische Haus 
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in Berlin, which to this day houses Sri Lankan monks. It is the oldest sur¬ 
viving Theravada structure in the West. 


1970 to the Present 

Two developments have marked the rapid Western growth of the Ther¬ 
avada tradition in recent decades: a growing involvement in Theravada 
meditation practices by Westerners, and the arrival of many Southeast 
Asian immigrants in the United States and to a lesser degree England. 
There are now about 175 ethnic Theravada temples in the West, most of 
which have at least one Southeast Asian monk in residence. Serving as ethnic, 
cultural, and religious centers for their communities, few of these temples 
have made any effort to reach out beyond their ethnic constituents, and as 
a result have had little impact beyond these communities. Furthermore, as 
these temples serve to maintain for their members the religio-cultural prac¬ 
tices and identities associated with their home countries, there tends to be 
little contact among Thai, Burmese, and Sri Lankan temples in the West. 

During the late 1950s and 1960s there was little significant change. The 
first American vihcira was built in 1966 by Sri Lankans in Washington, D.C. 
Meanwhile, many Europeans, Americans, Australians, and New Zealanders 
were becoming familiar with the Theravada tradition in Southeast Asia. 
Some were Americans in Thailand and Vietnam with the Peace Corps or on 
military assignment; others were young travelers searching for alternatives 
to Western cultural norms and worldviews. Some of them immersed them 
selves deeply enough in the Theravada tradition, both as monastics an as 
lay people, to be able to return to the West as meditation teachers. Where 
as Tibetan and Zen Buddhism was introduced to the West mainly by Asian 
teachers, most of them monastics, the modern importation of Therava a 
practice is largely the work of these Westerners who returned from Asia as 
lay teachers. As a result, the movement has remained almost entirely a ay 
movement, which has led it in directions dramatically different from those 
of the monastic-centered forms of Theravada Buddhism that predominate 
in Asia. Even Dhiravamsa and Achaan Sobin, two of the more success u 
Thai meditation teachers in the West, disrobed soon after coming to Eng 
land and America. 

Of the large repertoire of meditation practices found in Theravada Bu 
dhism, practice in the West is dominated by forms of vipassand, a practice 
bas'ed on the Satipatthana Sutta (The discourse on the four foundations of 
mindfulness), and often known in English as “insight meditation or sim¬ 
ply “mindfulness.” The preference given to this practice reflects its great 
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popularity in Southeast Asia after its “rediscovery” at the end of the nine¬ 
teenth century. In Sri Lanka the resurgence in meditation practice is attributed 
to Anagarika Dharmapala, who in 1892 came across an old Sinhalese med¬ 
itation manual, Manual of a Mystic (English translation by F. L. Woodward, 
1906), dating back one or two centuries. Since the practice of meditation 
seemed to have largely disappeared in Sri Lanka, Dharmapala turned to this 
manual, the Visudclhimagga , and the Satipatthana Sutta for guidance. His 
efforts, together with the reissuance of the texts in modern translations, did 
much to foster interest in meditation in Sri Lanka. In Burma, where medi¬ 
tation practice had also come to the brink of extinction, the revitalization 
of meditation may be traced to the efforts of U Narada (also known as Min- 
gun Jetawun Sayadaw, 1868-1954) and Ledi Sayadaw (1846-1923), both 
of whom championed the practice of vipassand based on the Satipatthana 
Sutta. In each of these countries, what had previously been thought the 
reserve of monastics was now being opened up to lay participation. 

The most significant figure for the modern vipassand movement in South¬ 
east Asia was the Burmese Monk Mahasi Sayadaw (also known as U Sob- 
hana, 1904-1982). In 1938 he began teaching a streamlined and system¬ 
atic style of vipassand meditation that involves the careful labeling of one’s 
experience together with a high level of sustained concentration known as 
momentary concentration” (khanika samadhi). A unique feature of his 
method is that it dispenses with the traditional preliminary practices of con¬ 
centration or tranquilization (samatha, involving fixed concentration or 
appana samadhi) . A practitioner begins immediately with vipassand practice, 
the idea being that until one attains the first stage of sainthood (stream 
entry, sotdpatti) the practice of dedicated mindfulness contains within it 
whatever level of concentration is needed. After stream entry, however, 
Mahasi would sometimes teach concentration practices based on metta , or 
ovmg-kindness, in order to prepare the practitioner for further deepening 
°f the meditation practice. 3 

As the head of a large lay-organized meditation center in Rangoon 
nown now as the Mahasi Sasana Yeiktha) from 1949 to his death in 1982, 
a asi Sayadaw oversaw the explosive growth in popularity of his medita- 
ic)q te ^ n *9 ue throughout Southeast Asia and eventually in the West. 4 By 
5 t e center had seen the establishment of over three hundred branches 
t roughout Burma. Mahasi-trained Burmese monks traveled to Sri Lanka 
in tie 1950s and to Thailand in the 1960s, popularizing vipassand practice 
in general and the Mahasi technique in particular. There are now over two 
hundred Mahasi-inspired meditation centers (Thai, samnak vipassand) in 
Thailand, a few of which have attracted numbers of Westerners. 
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By 1972, Westerners who had studied at the Mahasi Center in Rangoon 
or who had trained in Bodh Gaya, India, under Anagarika Munindra, an 
Indian student of Mahasi Sayadaw, had begun teaching vipassana in the 
West. The two teachers who have done most to popularize this practice in 
the United States and Europe are Joseph Goldstein and Jack Kornfield. By 
1976 they had established, together with Sharon Salzburg and Jacqueline 
Mandell, the Insight Meditation Society (IMS), a large meditation center in 
Barre, Massachusetts, that attracts students from all over the Western 
world. IMS is particularly known for an annual "three-month course held 
every autumn for about ninety participants. This is an intensive retreat with 
twelve to fifteen hours of meditation a day. In 1987 Jack Kornfield, with 
three other Western teachers, cofounded Spirit Rock, a sister center to IMS, 
in Marin County, California. By the mid-1980s these teachers were in turn 
training other Western teachers, some of whom had never practiced in Asia. 
While the growth of Zen and Tibetan Buddhism in the United States has 
slowed down in the 1980s and early 1990s, thanks to the loosely knit 
Insight Meditation movement, Theravada Buddhism has enjoyed great 
success. The large numbers of people attracted to the practice and the indi¬ 
rect cultural influence it has had attest to the fact. 5 

By conservative estimates, about 100,000 Westerners have been involved 
in vipassana meditation retreats between 1964 and 1994, with about 
20,000 people attending one-day to three-month retreats in 199^- Most 
of this has only minimal connection with the Theravada tradition, as the 
participants focus on the practice rather than on its historical origins. They 
think of themselves as vipassana students rather than as students or follow 
ers of Theravada Buddhism. Indeed, the vipassana resurgence in Southeast 
Asia itself has shifted the emphasis away from the doctrinal, ritual, faith, 
and monastic elements of Theravada Buddhism to personal insight and 
transformative experiences of nibbana (awakening). Of course, the wider 
Theravada context that is taken for granted there is absent in the West, 
where the practice of meditation has tended to be self-contained. Furt er- 
more, teachers like Goldstein and Kornfield have consciously attempte to 
present mindfulness practice in a relatively nonsectarian manner so to ma 
it available even to those who have no interest in Buddhism as sue . 

A second vipassana tradition that has taken root in the West stems ro 
the unique practice of the Burmese lay meditation teacher U a in 
(1899-1971). Here the focus is mainly on cultivating deep concentration 
through mindfulness of body sensations. To this end, U Ba Khin has deve ope 
a practice known as "body sweeping," in which attention is systematically 
directed throughout the body. As in the Mahasi tradition, the practice relies 
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on intensive retreats with a schedule of at least fourteen hours of medita¬ 
tion a day. Aiming for transformative meditation experience, the practice is 
taught independently of much of the cultural and ritual context of Ther¬ 
avada Buddhism. The most successful international teacher of this practice 
is'the Indian businessman Satya Narayan Gocnka (1924— ), who, like 
Munindra, returned from Burma to India in the late 1960s to teach vipas- 
sana. Goenka’s success in attracting Western students in India led him to 
open a number of meditation centers in the United States and England. 
The first of these, the Vipassana Meditation Center, opened in 1982 in Shel¬ 
burne Falls, Massachusetts. Aside from Gocnka there arc a few Western dis¬ 
ciples of U Ba Khin teaching in the West, among them Ruth Dennison, the 
material elder of the American vipassana community who has integrated sen¬ 
sory awareness and movement exercises into her retreats. 


The Monastic Sarigha in the West 

While the Mahasi and U Ba Khin traditions in the West have had a decid¬ 
edly lay orientation, there have been some stirrings of interest in Theravada 
monasticism, the traditional center of Theravada spirituality. The most 
viable monastic communities in the West are in England under the direc¬ 
tion of Achaan Sumedho (Robert Jackman, 1934— ), an American disciple 
of the Northeast Thai forest monk Achaan Chah (1918-1992). Though 
Westerners have been ordained throughout Southeast Asia, the biggest 
concentration of Western monks was found studying under Achaan Chah 
during the period from the late 1960s through the 1980s. In contrast to the 
emphasis on intensive meditation retreat in the Burmese vipassana move¬ 
ments, Achaan Chah stressed a more integrated practice centered on the 
disciplined life of the. forest monk. Formal meditation was not ignored, but 
mindfulness especially of one’s thoughts and mental states—throughout 
ai y activities was his main practice. He taught his monks to strengthen 
t eir mindfulness by adhering strictly to the Vinaya code. 

In 1977 Achaan Chah instructed Achaan Sumedho, his senior Western 
stu ent, to move to England. Achaan Sumedho attracted many other West¬ 
erners who had either been ordained in Asia or whom he ordained in Eng- 
an . In 1979 he founded Chithurst monastery in West Sussex, and by 1990 
e a< ^ founded three other monastic centers, including Amaravati just 
north of London, and was making plans, along with more than sixty monks 
and more than twenty nuns in these four centers, to start additional monas¬ 
tic communities in Switzerland, Italy, and the United States. Although a 
number of senior monks have disrobed and left his centers in recent years, 
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Sumedho seems to have established the first viable monastic community in 
the West. Insofar as the presence of a monastic community is traditionally 
taken to be the criterion for the arrival of Theravada Buddhism to a new 
country, this is an event of some significance. 7 

Since the Theravada tradition has not had a valid lineage of nuns 
(bhikkhuni) since the thirteenth or fourteenth century, strictly speaking the 
only monastics in Achaan Sumedho’s community are the male monks. In 
an attempt to improve the religious opportunities and status of women, 
however, the “nuns” in Sumedho’s community live a more traditional 
monastic life than that of most lay-nuns in Thailand. For example, in Thai¬ 
land the nuns” wear white robes and do not go out on alms-rounds, while 
in England their robes are the same brown-to-saffron color as those of 
monks and they participate actively in alms-gathering. Achaan Sumedho 
has petitioned the monastic leaders of Thai Buddhism for permission to 
ordain women as real Buddhist nuns, but to date permission has been 
denied. 

Another Westerner to attempt to reinstate the traditional nuns’ order is 
Ayya Khemma (Ilse Ledermann; 1923—1997). Ordained as a nun by Nara- 
da Mahathera in Sri Lanka, she founded a nunnery for Western and Sri 
Lankan women on Parappunduwa Nuns’ Island in Sri Lanka near Nya- 
natiloka s Island Hermitage. Ayya Khemma frequently traveled to the 
West to teach, but did not take part in legitimizing female monastics in the 
West. She is one of the few Western teachers to emphasize the importance 
of concentration or samatha meditation. Instead of teaching vipassa?Jd alone, 
she follows the more traditional path of first developing a strong founda¬ 
tion in the concentrative absorptions (jbd?ja) . 8 

Of potential importance for the future of the Theravada nuns order was 
the 1988 ordination of twelve Theravada nuns from Sri Lanka, Burma, 
Thailand, and the United States at Hsi-lai temple in Southern California by 
the Taiwanese monk Hsing Yun. Since the Chinese nuns’ ordination was 
transmitted to China from Sri Lanka in the fifth century, it has been argued 
that the Theravada lineage of nuns could legitimately be reintroduced from 
Chinese Buddhism. So far the Theravada orthodoxy in Southeast Asia has 
been unwilling to accept this argument, leaving the future status of the 
women uncertain. Apart from the nuns at Achaan Sumedho’s community 
in England, there seems to be little impetus in the West for establishing a 
nuns’ order within Western Theravada Buddhism. The growing Theravada 
movement in the West remains predominantly a lay movement associated 
with vipassana practice. 
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Recent Developments in the West 

As noted earlier, the growing lay interest in vipassana meditation may be 
the most significant aspect of the Western Theravada tradition. In the 
1970s and early 1980s, the network of vipassana or Insight Meditation 
practitioners consisted mostly of young adults attending intensive medita¬ 
tion retreats. Since the mid-1980s the practice has spread beyond the 
confines of the retreat. As participants return to life with their families and 
as an increasing number of older, working people with families became 
attracted to mindfulness practice, efforts are being made to integrate the 
vipassana practice into daily life. As a result there are currently at least three 
hundred weekly vipassana groups throughout the United States in which 
people sit together in an effort to support each other in the ongoing prac¬ 
tice of meditation. 9 While most of these groups are small, a few have up to 
a hundred or more weekly participants. Twenty or more of these weekly 
groups are led by teachers. The smaller, teacherless groups usually substi¬ 
tute for a teacher’s presence by playing Dharma talks on tapes or by read¬ 
ing Dharma books. 

' While mindfulness practice (sati) is at the heart of this lay movement, 
loving-kindness (metta), ethics (si/a), and generosity (dana) are also central 
elements. Taught as a complement to mindfulness meditation, loving-kind¬ 
ness meditation is practiced both for the stabilizing effects it has on the 
mind and in order to infuse mindfulness practice with a spirit of friendli¬ 
ness. Much as compassion is the primary spiritual emotion of Mahayana 
Buddhism, it is loving-kindness that is emphasized in the Western vipassana 
movement. The practice of loving-kindness in the West has often been 
combined with a forgiveness practice that seems to be absent in the formal 
metta practices found in Southeast Asia. 10 

Until the mid-1980s vipassana was taught in the West with much less 
emphasis on the ethical dimension than it is given in Southeast Asia. Since 
then, and particularly in the United States, there has been an increasing 
stress placed on ethics and on the traditional Buddhist precepts for the laity. 
The change was to a great extent in response to the significant number of 
accusations of ethical impropriety leveled against Asian and Western teach¬ 
ers of Tibetan, Zen, and Theravada Buddhism. At the instigation of Jack 
Kornfield, the collective of teachers affiliated with the Insight Meditation 
Society and Spirit Rock formulated a teacher’s code of ethics. 11 In Septem¬ 
ber 1993 Kornfield, together with the San Francisco Zen Center, hosted at 
Spirit Rock the first joint conference of American teachers of Tibetan Bud¬ 
dhism, Zen Buddhism, and vipassana. Ethical issues were the dominant sub¬ 
ject of the meeting. 
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The teachings of Western vipassand instructors tend to be less dualistic 
than those of the Southeast Asian Theravada tradition, stressing not world- 
renunciation but engagement with and freedom within the world. Rather 
than focus on ultimate spiritual goals such as nirvana, ending the cycles of 
rebirth, or attaining the various stages of sainthood (ariyasdvako), the 
immediate benefits of mindfulness and untroubled equanimity amid the 
vicissitudes of life are stressed. Spiritual purification is less emphasized than 
purification of one’s relationship to one’s inner and outer world. Instead of 
aiming at the elimination of destructive emotions, the practitioner is directed 
to sec the emotion clearly without either acting on it or suppressing it. 
Some of these Western teachers are reevaluating the ultimate goal posited 
by the modern Theravada tradition. 

Egalitarianism, democracy, feminism, and contact with other Buddhist 
traditions have wrought great changes in the Western Theravada move¬ 
ment. In contrast to the predominance of male teachers in Southeast Asia, 
almost half of the vipassand teachers in the United States are women. 1 - It is 
not clear whether the orthodox Theravada sangha or monastic community 
will recognize the evolving Western lay-centered movement as Theravada 
Buddhism. In any case, the boundaries that define Theravada Buddhism 
are far from clear even in Southeast Asia. Whether the tradition be defined 
scholastically on the basis of certain texts, monastically as a particular 
lifestyle and discipline, practically as particular practices and goals, or geo 
graphically, there is no final authority accepted by all. Thus, as Theravada 
practices and teachings find a place in the West, it is not clear yet whether 
we are seeing the transplantation of the Asian Theravada tradition or the 
evolution of new traditions of (Western) Buddhism. Most likely we will 
have both as some teachers and communities retain their Theravada affilia 
tion and others renounce it. 


The Impact of Theravada Spirituality in the West 

The influence of Theravada spirituality on Western culture has been 
strongest in the United States. Since the early and mid-1980s, the app ica 
tion of mindfulness practice in various styles of vipassand has spread eyon 
its original Buddhist context. Perhaps the most successful of these app ica 
tions is that initiated by Jon Kabat-Zinn at the University of Massachusetts 
Medical Center. A meditation student at IMS in Barre, Kabat-Zinn dis¬ 
tanced the mindfulness practice so completely from its Buddhist context 
that the patients at his Stress Reduction Program are not even aware of its 
Buddhist roots. Dramatically successful in alleviating pain and stress, the 
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Kabat-Zinn program has prompted the inauguration of mindfulness-based 
stress reduction programs in a number of other hospitals and medical clin¬ 
ics around the United States. 13 In addition to training people to teach 
mindfulness in medical settings, Jon Kabat-Zinn has also trained social 
workers to bring awareness meditation and practices to prisons and to those 
living in the inner city. 

Similarly, vipassana -derived mindfulness practices have been integrated 
into the work of some American psychotherapists, most notably those asso¬ 
ciated with the Association of Transpersonal Psychology. The therapeutic 
effect vipassana has supported the trend away from psychoanalysis toward 
therapies centered more on present awareness. Psychotherapists are by far 
the best represented profession among students at American vipassana 
retreats, and many of the American vipassana teachers are also psycho¬ 
therapists. The excessive degree to which some Western vipassana teachers 
have been influenced by Western psychological concepts, however, has 
become a matter of some debate in Western Theravada circles. 

Whereas Zen Buddhism, especially during the 1950s and 1960s, was 
influential in intellectual and artistic circles, the primary influence of the 
Theravada tradition in the West seems to be in the areas of medicine, ther- 
a py, and social work. In this way, awareness meditations and systematic 
training in mindfulness have won a place in American life outside of any 
formal Buddhist context. 


Notes 

1. For a study of the Sinhalese Buddhist reformation at the end of the eigh¬ 
teenth century, see Richard Gombrich, Theravada Buddhism: A Social History from 
172^97 ^ enam t0 Modern Colombo (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1988) 

1 on« F ° r a hist ° ry c ^ e Buddhist Society and of Buddhism in England between 
and 1968, see Christmas Humphreys, Sixty Years of Buddhisni in England 

(London: The Buddhist Society, 1968) 

e Mahasi method of vipassana meditation is described in Mahasi Sayadaw, 
r^ a [[ lCa . nsi ^ ot Meditation: Basic and Progressive Stages (Kandy, Sri Lanka: Buddhist 

Publication Society, 1971) 

4. For an account of practice at the Mahasi Center, see E. H. Shattock’s An 
xpenment in Mindftdness: An English Admiral's Experiences in a Buddhist Monastery 

(London: Rider, 1958). 

5. Jack Kornfield and Joseph Goldstein have expounded their mindfulness prac- 
tice m a number of popular books; see Joseph Goldstein, The Experience of Insight: 

imple ayicl Direct Guide to Buddhist Meditation (Boston: Shambhala, 1983); 
Joseph Goldstein and Jack Kornfield, Seeking the Heart of Wisdom: The Path of 
Insight Meditation (Boston: Shambhala, 1987). 
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6. These figures are calculated from the number of well advertised or listed 
retreats offered each year in the United States and Europe. Estimating that half of 
the rctreatants have attended previous retreats, only half of the participants were 
counted in these calculations. 

7. For Achaan Sumedho’s teaching, see his Cittaviveka: Teachings from the Silent 
Mind (Hemel Hempstead, England: Amaravati Publication, 1984). 

8. For Ayya Khemma’s teaching, see her book, When the hvn Eagle Flies: Bud¬ 
dhism for the West (London: Arkana, 1991). 

9. This figure was conservatively estimated by doubling the number of sitting 
groups listed in Inquiring Mind , the international journal of the Western vipassana 
community. Probably the majority of sitting groups in the United States are not 
listed in the journal. ( Inquiring Mind , PO Box 9999, North Berkeley Station, 
Berkeley, California 94709.) 

10. For a Western presentation of loving-kindness practice, see Sharon Salzburg, 
Loving-kindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness (Boston: Shambhala, 1995). 

11. The vipassana teacher’s code of ethics is found in the appendix of Jack 
Kornfield, A Path with Heart: A Guide through the Perils and Promises of Spiritual Life 
(New York: Bantam Books, 1993) 340-43. 

12. For an example of feminist influence on a Western vipassana teacher, see 
Christina Feldman, Women Awake (London: Arkana, 1989). An account of women 
in American Buddhism is found in Sandy Boucher, Turning the Wheel: American 
Women Creating the New Buddhism (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985). 

13- See Jon Kabat-Zinn, Full Catastrophe Living: Using the Wisdom of \our Body 
and Mind to Pace Stress, Pain, and Illness (New York: Delta, 1990). 
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Zen in the West 

Franz Aubrey Metcalf 


"Zen and the Art of Root Canal Therapy” 

— One of 92 listings for "Zen and the Art of...” 
found on the WorldCat library database 
"Oooh, that was so zen!" 

— Overheard at a Hollywood party, in reference 
to the movement of a balloon. 

"Stuck at the top of a 100' pole? Call: 976-KOAN” 
— Found on the Internet 

I N MOST OF THE Western world, in the 1990s, one simply cannot 
escape the word “zen.” One hears it in conversation, sees it in adver¬ 
tisements, finds it even in cartoons. But this “zen” one encounters, 
what is it? “Zen,” to a prospective Western student, inevitably 
enotes a vague and alluring, unsystematic, mysterious collection of atti- 
tu es and impressions epitomized by the quotes above. It is significant that 
t e word now probably functions more often as an adjective than as a noun: 

csterners may not know what Zen Buddhism is, but they feel they can 
some iow intuit what is “zenlike.” Zen has thrived in a kind of cultural 
P ayground, between Asia “d the West, since the 1940s. Especially in 
ifom' S ' C ^ alif ° rnia ’ ‘ c bas become a mood more than a religion. Yet Cal- 
. > on t e Pacific Rim, has also become one of the most active Buddhist 

out the w/ C C ^ 0r ^’ ^ en Buddhist not least. This pattern recurs through- 
-i ~ St ’ * s especially marked in California’s exotic climate. 

We mi h Cn C e ' ad ) ective Nourishes, Zen-the-religion puts down roots. 
RnrlrlK' f 66 C em aS tW0 ^ ev<ds one process: the transmission of Zen 
tural n 1Sm r ° m Asia t0 West. 1 The playground is the first level, cul- 
arnVIe T eS u n M e r tCr tb * S comes r fl e second level, spiritual practice. In this 
j ,. S , a OCUS on t fl at Western Zen which, though it may challenge 

. . Ca 1Ze lts root: tra dition, remains in continuity with Zen Buddhism 
in Asia. 
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Still, wc cannot neglect the creativity of the “Zen playground.” Play gives 
birth to culture and all its achievements. A prospective Western Zen prac¬ 
titioner, Student Z, will likely discover Zen through some sort of cultural 
play. The Zen merry-go-round might pick her up at a lecture on Asian art, 
or an avant-garde concert, but it might set her back down in a New Age 
bookstore or the alt.zen discussion group on the Internet. Many are attract¬ 
ed after taking such a ride, and begin to play with “Zen” ideas. In their 
interchanges they continue a cultural give-and-take, a sort of teeter-totter 
between Zen philosophical and artistic ideas and Western lifestyles, busi¬ 
nesses, and art forms. This creative play can yield lasting benefits for West¬ 
ern culture, though it is not in itself Buddhist spirituality. That begins only 
when individuals embark on Zen practice. 

Suppose Student Z decides she wants to practice Zen; she now faces a 
basic choice. She can practice in an Asian context or a Western context. 
Most Western practitioners opt for the latter, which Jan Nattier has called 
elite Buddhism, the preserve of relatively privileged people, in contrast to 
ethnic Buddhism,” the kind practiced almost exclusively by Asian immi¬ 
grants. To understand why Westerners choose elite Zen, we need to look at 
these two forms of religious practice. 

Ethnic Zen and Elite Zen 

What would Student Z do on a day of strong practice at an ethnic Zen tern 
pie? Let us imagine her driving to the temple, in the old part of the city, 
where the immigrants clustered. This kind of Zen is only available in large 
cities because only in cities were there enough Asian immigrants to foun 
a traditional temple and keep it running over the decades. She walks into 
the building, with its striking architecture and its elaborate interior, evoca 
tive of the old country. The smell of incense reaches her as she looks for the 
temple priest to ask him to give her an introduction to the practices of the 
temple. She looks for people meditating, but doesn’t see anyone. Perhaps 
she is there on a day of making special celebratory visits to honor decease 
family members. In that case, the temple grounds are swarming wlt 
families all there to pay their respects to their ancestors and to the priest 
who sees to their spirits’ needs. But she has no family memorialized at tie 
temple, so she feels excluded. She stays for a service, offering incense or 
chanting to earn merit; this she can do. At the service she hears the priest 
lecture on a Zen theme such as the power of mindful action or the origm a 
enlightenment of all beings. She feels she has intruded into a whole complex 
of religious culture; a rich sense of history pervades the day. She cannot 
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understand the language, but she realizes that if this were her heritage she 
could learn the rituals and participate—there is little need to understand 
the ancient words. She bows, she chants, and she knows that her family 
w.ould do this for her if she too became an ancestor. This continuity of devo¬ 
tion is what matters, 2 but she wonders if she has a part in it. 

One cannot read such a description without an overpowering impression 
of cultural embeddedness and familial focus. The idea of our lone, Western 
Student Z turning to such a practice as a spiritual path makes little sense. 
Such practice must be familial and does not speak to the reasons Western¬ 
ers turn to unusual religious options. If Student Z is typical, she is looking 
to non-Western religions for a spiritual path she can follow with dedication 
and effort, a path that responds to her inner need to do real spiritual work 
on her private (though perhaps universal) questions. She is not looking for 
practice embodied in a complex of rituals reinforcing links to the family and 
to traditional social roles in an Asian culture. 3 Such a spirituality expresses 
Asian, more than Western, needs. 

Student Z’s other choice is to practice in a Western Buddhist context, and 
this means taking part in the evolution of a new spiritual form, created (to 
use a classic American idiom) of, by, and for the laity. This is elite Zen, and 
it contrasts powerfully with traditional ethnic Zen, yet it grew out of it. 
Importantly, this new form of spirituality collapses the monastic-lay dis¬ 
tinction so important to traditional (or "ethnic”) forms of Buddhism. This 
means we can view all of Western Zen practice at once, rather than focus- 
mg on the religious virtuosi of the bhikkhu sangha (monks and nuns), at 

t e expense of the laity (who form the rest of the greater Buddhist sangha, 
or community). 

We return to Student Z as she tries out a day of strong practice at an elite 
en center. In this case it begins almost at night. She wakes up in her apart¬ 
ment and heads to the converted house or shop or barn to begin an all-day 
bu^h stu dents live nearby in buildings owned by the Zen center, 

’ Ut u ^ ^ Ve some distance to gather with one or two dozen others 
C C zen do where they all silently bow to their cushions and each 
Cr ’ 1 , en S * C ^ or an hour in zazen meditation, following their breath 
ancT reS ^ n £ koans. They walk a bit, then sit again. Now they chant 

per orm a service at the altar; though Student Z is not actively involved 
C c a tar rituals she still feels a part of the ceremony as she chants the 
power u words. Though many are in a language she cannot understand, 
ot ers ave earned their meaning over the years. Perhaps they eat break- 
ast now and are able to greet each other with friendly talk, but soon the 
sitting egins again, and the hours pass. Student Z may spend a period 
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cleaning the center or working in the garden, but this too is meditation. 
Throughout the day, sitting, speaking, eating, or working, she tries to pre¬ 
serve her mindful and meditative state. She strives mightily to simply sit 
and stop the chatter of her mind, and she learns that others are doing this, 
too, or are grappling with the koans they must solve to open them to the 
experience of insight. This work never stops, even outside of the four or six 
hours of zazen. The day ends with announcements and the business of run¬ 
ning the center. Student Z drops some money into the donation box and, 
her body aching, she drives home wondering if she would want to do this 
her whole life. 

Such is the emphasis of Zen in the West as it is practiced. How did such 
a level of intensity and such a focus on meditation become the rule rather 
than the exception for Western Zen? Reviewing the history of Zen's devel¬ 
opment here will give us a clearer picture of Zen in the West and help us 
understand both its power and its dangers. 


History and Development 

Buddhist ideas and descriptions of its practices had filtered into the West 
by the early nineteenth century. These first Western notions of Buddhism 
were highly colored by their reporters (often missionaries) and further dis¬ 
torted by Western interpreters. In the early twentieth century, Chinese 
Ch’an and Japanese Zen priests came to minister to immigrant communi¬ 
ties, but these priests had little or nothing to do with Western converts or 
the formation of a Western form of Zen practice. We can date the latter to 
the World Parliament of Religions, in Chicago, in 1893- Shaku Soen repre¬ 
sented Zen there, and it was his lineage that formed the Rinzai side of the 
first, tiny Western Zen sitting groups, beginning in the 1920s. Not coinci¬ 
dentally, these pioneering Roshis, on both Soto and Rinzai sides, came from 
lineages already promoting lay zazen practice in Japan. 4 Such lineages still 
exist there, but as a tiny minority. In the West, however, they have come 
into their own. These RSshis wanted to promote their vision of an active 
satigha, practicing z*z*«. In the words of one of them, they held the lotus 
to the rock, and though it took longer than their lives, it has taken root 
Despite these efforts, Zen in the West remained insular for several 
decades. The immigrant communities held to an Asian spirituality and the 
tiny elite centers failed to capture the attention of mainstream Western cu 
ture. World War II further alienated the Asian communities from their ost 
societies. But by the 1950s things began to change. D. T. Suzuki's books 
had introduced the West to a romanticized but highly alluring vision of Zen 
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spirituality. Alan Watts followed 
Suzuki, promoting the joyous free¬ 
dom of Zen and setting the stage 
for the wild growth of religious 
experimentation in the next 
decades. The Beat writers, notably 
Jack Kerouac, began to narrate a 
new form of iconoclastic and indi¬ 
vidualized practice, calling for a 
generation of “lunatic bhikkhus,” a 
“rucksack revolution.” These intel¬ 
lectuals and Beat wanderers alike 
questioned core values of Western 
culture, so that as the idea of an 
intense Zen spirituality took hold it 
was associated with the countercul¬ 
ture, one of whose fundamental 
qualities is a kind of mystical yet 
worldly “Zen” enthusiasm. 

In the 1950s differing movements 
within Japanese Buddhism desired 
not to simply service the spiritual needs of a passive laity but to engage the 
laity in active practice. Several committed Zen teachers looked outside of 
Japan for opportunities to spread the dharma (sometimes expressing dis¬ 
comfort with the collusion of the Zen schools in the war effort). A similar 
dissatisfaction with his own country’s institutions prompted the Korean 
teacher Seung Sahn (Soen Sa Nim) to come to Japan and the West, after the 
Korean War. Meanwhile the radical Beat questioning of Western values 
continued and an increasing portion of the middle classes began to join it. 
This process, beginning in America, extended to all industrialized nations 
not under totalitarian ideological rule, in tandem with an openness to new 
religious ideas and forms. 

By the fabled 1960s a mixed lot of Asian spiritual teachers were flocking 
t ^.^ est * ^ey came to spread the dharma in new lands and, in the case of 
t e i etans and Vietnamese, to escape political persecution at home. With 
the arrival of this generation of teachers, Zen in the West entered a new 
p ase, a phase of cross-cultural transmission as profound as the one initiat- 
e y Bodhidharma and his successors when they brought the clhydna 
school to China. Some of these Asian Zen teachers, like Shunryu Suzuki 
Roshi and Taizan Maezumi R5shi, came to minister to immigrant communities 



41. D. T. Suzuki, 1958. 
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and were seduced away by the enthusiasm of elite ^C^estern students. Some, 
like Thich Nhat Hanh and Hsuan Hua, came as political exiles; some, like 
Thich Tien-an, came as scholars. But all these creative teachers began to 
devote their attention to Western congregations. They founded Zen centers. 
In hindsight it seems these centers tended to walk a common path, but 
their stumbling actually created the path, inventing something truly new. 
Robert Aitken Roshi, himself a powerful force in Zen in the West, comments 
that Suzuki Roshi, founder of the San Francisco Zen Center, would say he 
didn’t know what he was doing. 5 His students didn’t believe him, but it 
was the truth: they were recreating Zen in a highly unstable en\ironment, 
no one knew how it would^turn out. At Suzuki s center, at Maezumi s cen 
ter, four hundred miles down the coast; at Thich Nhat Hanh s P um, i 
lage in France; at Taisen Deshimaru s centers in Europe, at Sheng >en s in 
New York City; at Seung Sahn’s around the world, an Asian teacher, wit 
his Western students, was creating a new form of Buddhism, of, by, an or 
the laity. Even at centers like Philip Kapleau’s Rochester Zen Center and 
Aitken’s Hawaiian centers, where the overseeing Asian teac ter was not 
ident, he retained a vital role in creating a culture-bridging practice. 


Zen Redefined 

This new form of Buddhism has changed the normative mode of bein S re¬ 
gions. For the overwhelming majority of Zen Buddhists, from T ang China 
on, Zen spirituality was chiefly confined to offerings for priests, ^ten.ngto 
sermons on Zen subjects, devotion to ancestors, and finally eing 
into the sangha after one's death. This last, through the mediating power o t 
the priest and temple, conferred upon the devotee the reward ofenhgh> 
ment without the trouble of working on it in this lifetime. ut 
mode of spirituality could not attract Western students. Not ™ 

posthumous ordination, they wanted active participation m ^ ^ 
activity in this lifetime. In fact, they wanted to transform ^s,n“ 
a new form of the sangha, participating in meditation norm J 
monks, indeed monks in advanced training. Zen in the West became a 
Buddhism for laypersons, but for laypersons who wante 

tant ways like bhikkhus and bhikkhunis. . , , nuest i on of 

Buddhism, over the millennia, has never fimdly rested heq.ue stumo 
what or who is the sangha. Is it only the monks and nun Or aiK che whole 
of the "Four Assemblies": monks, nuns, male, and fern yp 
answers have been eommon, but here a new answer merged,^ one^that 
continues to evolve today: the sangha is those who meditate regularly and 
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follow the basic precepts of Mahayana Buddhism. Within this sarigha, dis¬ 
tinctions of priest, monk, nun, and layperson carry relatively little weight. 
What matters is practice. Thus, in this new form of Buddhism, everyone 
who wished practiced together in an urban center or perhaps went on 
retreat together at a remote mountain center. This new form of convivial 
practice generated great enthusiasm in its students, who were mostly 
young-, well-educated, middle class people with intellectual and spiritual 
horizons wide enough to consider this foreign spiritual path, and with the 
time and financial means to devote themselves to it. 7 Monks and nuns usu¬ 
ally stayed at the mountain centers (when these were available) and were 
celibate; priests (both male and female) took vows of commitment to Zen 
but were allowed to be sexually active and continue their lives outside the 
centers; laypersons took the bodhisattva vows and were ordained Buddhists 
in the Zen lineage, but also maintained their outside lives. The great major¬ 
ity of practitioners chose the lay path, and some of these devoted as much 
time to practice as those becoming priests or monastics. 8 

All these new types of practitioners followed the same general pattern of 
practice: they sat zazen, usually every day, counting breaths at first, then 
moving on to shikan taza (just sitting, minimizing thinking) or to koan prac¬ 
tice. They worked closely with a teacher, who would guide their practice 
e ping them to meditate better or solve their koans. Most attended sesshins 
(intensive meditation retreats) at least once a year and as often as once a 
month. This practice was open-ended, and students knew it. In many cen- 
’ pccial| y ' n the Japanese and Korean lineages, over the years students 
wou work through a system of hundreds or even thousands of koans. In 
pure oto lineages and in the Vietnamese and Chinese lineages this was less 
practice but the student would work with her teacher just as closely. Stu- 
u" K W,t , years of experience were expected to take positions of responsi- 
everf fY e j C j nterS and S ° me WCre S roomed fo r teaching positions. Most, 
recenr'n % u ^ T*™ t0 teach ’ wanted dharma transmission, the official 
enhThr/ 1 ° the ^‘ nd ' to - mind transfer of Zen understanding, the Buddha’s 
g tenment. They were willing to practice all their lives to get it.* 

Wesr ;r CtlCe ha ^ broken down traditional sectarian divisions in Zen. Some 
the Mu kn °l 0W / Rbshi s Rinzai emphasis on breaking through 

the Sorri c • C ° % ^ f exper ‘ ence > Y et they also do shikan taza\ some follow 
also work^TV- 7 ° f slowJy rea hzing enlightenment in sitting, yet they 
names V er 7 ^ S ° me Calm the mind widl reci ’tation of Buddhas’ 

the nr Lv 07 1 S ° d ° PUfe zazen; and al1 these various styles of practice call 
Thi? k i * 10nerS t0 maniPes t their Buddha-mind in their everyday activities, 
a ance o practice retrieves a freedom inherent in the traditions of 
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each imported lineage of Zen, a freedom that often lay neglected in Asia 
(especially in the Japanese lineages; all three other countries’ traditions pre¬ 
served more latitude for combining practices, such as name-recitation and 
zazen). But some lineages here have also expanded on that freedom by 
intentionally borrowing practices from other lineages. In fact, even the 
Soto/Rinzai distinction has been broken down by the mixed lineage of many 
prominent teachers (e.g., Kapleau, Maezumi, Aitken, and Sheng-Yen). 

These new sanghas grew around charismatic, usually Asian, teachers, but 
the Western students’ values, too, have formed them. Though the head 
teacher stood in unquestioned authority (at first), the remainder of the 
sangha hierarchy collapsed. Where in Asia monks always outranked nuns, 
and senior monks outranked junior monks, and all were governed by the 
250 or more rules of conduct, in the West all this immediately fell away. 
Boards of directors replaced councils of elders, and though an informal hier¬ 
archy remained, it was based more on time given to the center, than time 
spent in the sangha. With policies developing from trial and error, and with 
the freer atmosphere of the 1960s as the social context, these Zen centers 
came to embody many of the leitmotifs of the time: communal living, cot 
tage industries, egalitarian order, experimentation with drugs and sex. 
Most important and formative of these developments was this new ega i 

tarianism, especially regarding women. 

Though Mahayana’s emphasis on non-duality and the inherent enlight¬ 
enment of all things has undercut gender bias, the history o Bu ism 
nevertheless remains a history of androcentrism. Now, in two eca eS ’^. 
thousand years of patriarchy were thrown out and replaced by what Kita 
Gross calls “androgynous Buddhism. Women and men began to participate 
equally in practice, in decision-making, and in high sangha positions, 
change is taking some time to actualize, but by the 1980s women o ten 
constituted more than half the centers members, had attaine 
transmissions in several schools of Zen, were on the boards o near y Y 
Zen center in significant numbers, and were head teachers at sever 
centers (though still vastly outnumbered by men at this, tie ig ies , 

The full participation of women is probably the most radical and creat 
development in Western Buddhist spirituality in genera , not ° y , 

Women’s equal participation was a theoretically necessar) as 
dhism centered on laypersons ("householders,” to use the traditional Bud¬ 
dhist term) trying to establish Buddhist spiritual paths in the mode™ W ^’ 
But, more than that, women’s active presence has changed Buddhism 
style and emphasis in fundamental ways, not only mitigating t e so e 
times military harshness of traditional, monastic Zen training ut a so 
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opening Buddhist philosophy to new practical and theoretical insights. This 
opening may permanently alter Buddhist spirituality, both in the West, 
directly, and in Asia, through dialogical influence. 10 

This enthusiasm and experimentation has not been without dangers. As 
teachers faced new challenges, for which their training had not prepared 
them, inevitable scandals ensued—not everywhere, but in enough places to 
call into question the very strengths which gave Western Zen its greatest 
successes. These trials illustrate some of the deep problems involved in the 
cross-cultural transmission of religion, and throw light on the direction of 
Zen’s development in the West. Though the explosive growth of Zen 
slowed somewhat in the 1970s, centers often had hundreds of active stu¬ 
dents and some even had waiting lists owing to the shortage of qualified 
teachers. 

The presence of women at all levels of practice made for new and close 
relationships between male teachers and a large and growing number of 
female lay students. The relationship of teacher and student had always 
been close in Zen, whether in the privacy of clokusan (face-to-face inter¬ 
views), or in the intimacy of long-term training together. But these rela¬ 
tionships had been same-sex. With powerful male teachers working with 
liberal female students, temptation to sexual interaction was sometimes 
irresistible. Despite efforts to work against it, sexual liaisons occurred, 
sometimes with the female students feeling coerced by the hierarchy of the 
teacher-student relationship. Nor was such behavior confined to Zen 
schools; all the imported Asian religions have repeatedly suffered from it, 
with several major scandals occurring in the single year of 1997. Exact 
numbers of incidents are unavailable, since many continue to be unreport¬ 
ed or dealt with in-house, but the problem remains. 

In addition to sexual scandals, Western Zen has, equally inevitably, had 
more purely power-based struggles in its evolution. Just as teachers had no 
training in working with women, so they had none in running the business 
o a Zen center. Even in Japan, where the Zen temple priest has to main¬ 
tain solvency, there is a social net to support the institution. In the West, 
t e Zen teacher typically had to come up with new ways of funding the 
center, and new modes of leading the center. This could lead him to assume 
too much power, even if he (all the first-generation teachers were men) did- 
n t originally covet it. Several centers began businesses; some were quite 
successful. Success obliged teachers to make decisions about money and 
ivelihood for which they were ill-prepared. Further, the creation of the new 
sahgha forced the creation of politics which had no parallel in the Asian sys¬ 
tem. Teachers and centers had to struggle mightily to define their roles in 
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this new order. Finally, the teacher found himself in a new and totally alien¬ 
ated position in Western society. Deprived of everything he had cherished 
in his old environment, he had to define a new role for himself in a culture 
disinclined to grant him very much respect, assistance, or forgiveness. He 
could not lean even on normal patterns of behavior, let alone the experience 
and assistance of others who had gone before. Some teachers faltered under 
the weight of this burden. At the same time, Western students tended to 
idealize their teacher, assuming that his spiritual elevation also conferred 
equivalent moral and psychological elevation. For this reason, students in 
the 1960s and 1970s wanted to give their teachers very great powers and 
responsibilities. Only through the de-idcalizing experience of teachers fail¬ 
ures were teachers and students able to begin working toward a balance of 
authority. But in this process several centers were torn apart by disclosures 
of abuses and the bitter struggles that followed. 11 These scandals ended the 
boom years of Zen in the West. 

In the 1980s the experimentation of the 1960s and 1970s and the youth 
of the Baby Boom generation were over. Conservatism both in economic 
and religious choices, the busier lives of its most active practitioners, and 
the scandals which deeply wounded some centers and dulled the reputation 
and growth of all the others, caused Zen practice to dwindle. Some 
deflation was inevitable: Zen had grown with the 1960s counterculture an 
suffered with its demise. But a core group of practitioners had gone beyon 
the Zen playground of popular culture, and they continue their work now. 
By the early 1980s Zen groups began to exhibit more self-reflective cr j tl 
cism. Further questioning of cultural patterns (both Asian and Western) e 
to further refinements of practice. One overarching question was how muc i 
assimilation to Western culture was the right amount, in matters o ru es, 
ritual, and ceremony. This issue, apparently superficial, touc es on t ie 
question of the essentials of Zen. To replace, say, an ancient an uninte i 
gible Japanese chant with English changes the whole character of its ritu¬ 
al. Arguments occurred over whether such changes were destructive. Tiere 
is more than age to religious forms; to tamper with them is to wrest e with 
the sacred. Several new teachers actually broke with their old teachers over 
these issues. To cite the example of one center, Kapleau Roshi broke with 
his Japanese teacher over translating the Heart Sutra, and his chosen suc¬ 
cessor, Toni Packer, broke with him, in turn, over the many changes she 

wanted to make in her own teaching. 

By this time, centers that were originally under the guidance of Asian 
teachers began to acquire their independence, both through the deaths of 
those teachers and through the granting of teaching authority to a new, 
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Western, generation during the Asian teachers’ lifetimes. This process con¬ 
tinues, and may open the door to still more radical changes in the old 
tradition. The centers of Maczumi Roshi’s first two dharma heirs could 
hardly be more different: Tetsugen Glassman Roshi’s New York City center 
devotes its energy to practice while sheltering and retraining the homeless, 
funning a bakery, and doing retreats on the street; Genpo Mcrzel Roshi’s 
centers give their attention to retreat and strong shikan taza , as well as 
international outreach. Maezumi Roshi’s other dharma heirs, meanwhile, 
pursue their own visions, emphasizing art in a monastic setting (Daido 
Loori Sensei), attending to the ordinariness of the moment and dropping 
most Buddhist trappings (Joko Beck Sensei), and so forth. And now, with 
Maezumi Roshi’s death, the styles of his twelve dharma heirs will, no doubt, 
diverge still further. 12 

While confusing, this divergence may be healthy for Zen in the West. 
The development of widely different styles of practice has been compensated 
by greater dialogue between centers and lineages. Even the difficulties of 
teachers have led to gatherings of Western teachers both to support one 
another and to arrive at shared statements of policy on ethical conduct. Var¬ 
ious Buddhist groups have also been drawn together in addressing the 
sanghas responsibility for social and environmental action. Zen teachers 
Thich Nhat Hanh and Robert Aitken have been leaders in this movement, 
which continues to gain ground and may be central to the Western saiigha 
in the next decades. 

This attention to its social context has also led Western Zen to the begin¬ 
nings of dialogue with other Buddhist forms by supporting the work of 
Asian Buddhists abroad and at home. It remains to be seen how far this will 
go toward healing the rift between “elite” and “ethnic” forms of Buddhism, 
ome elite lineages of Zen, such as the Vietnamese, have maintained fairly 
se ties to their ethnic communities in the West. Hsuan Hua’s lineage, in 
ern California, has remained in contact with the Chinese community, 

in 1 H ^ ^ Ue t ^ > ® rcater a dhcrence to traditional forms of practice, 
ing his emphasis on monastic ordination. Yet it also runs a large edu- 
rh °h^ a inst i tu tion, a strongly Western form of outreach. In Los Angeles, 

• 1C , Icn " ans lineage has been strong in working with the more tradi- 
letnamese temples (which are also Thien [Zen]), and seeks actively 
to increase cooperation between Buddhist schools of all kinds. This con- 
asts starkly with the Zen Center of Los Angeles, just a few blocks away, 
w ic maintains almost no relationship with the traditional Japanese Zen 
community. Both sides of the ethnic/elite split need to learn from each other 
to iscover how best to create forms of practice that can endure in Western 
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culture. This rift, whether wide or narrow, has obstructed the mutual 
enrichment of both sides’ forms of practice, but there are recent signs that 
it may be narrowing. 13 

Emphasis on lay householder practice continues to be virtually a constant 
in Western Zen, though nearly every center also has monastic practice 
options. But it is by no means clear if this kind of lay practice can be made 
self-sustaining. Zen’s boom occurred during a time of great experimenta¬ 
tion in Western societies. That cohort of once new practitioners now is run¬ 
ning most centers. Despite a rebound in membership after the decline of 
the. early 1980s, new converts are not coming as quickly as before. Further, 
Zen spirituality requires great commitment of time and energy, and meth¬ 
ods of enticing children of practitioners to serious practice have yet to bear 
much fruit. It may be that having a variety of available styles of practice 
may inspire a new generation of practitioners who would not have respond¬ 
ed to the more traditional styles of their parents. I have heard enthusiasm 
for diversity expressed by more than one Western Zen teacher. One told me 
of the freedom of second-generation teachers, saying the first generation 
had to bridge Asian and Western cultures, but the new generation has the 
opportunity to use their native cultural familiarity and their weaker ties to 
Asian hierarchies to build new centers where creativity has new presence. 

Work has recently begun to formalize an American Soto Zen organiza¬ 
tion. Although this would apply only to one school of Zen, the school is by 
far the most represented and influential in the West. The proposed organi¬ 
zation would highlight the centrality of the teacher-student dharma trans¬ 
mission without imposing a hierarchy of temples or centers, and it would 
allow for accreditation of recognized teachers, yet allow them to cooperate 
in moving students to centers appropriate to their interests. Such a flexible 
and transmission-based organization would well fit the teacher-oriente 
(rather than temple-based) structure of American Zen. If the Soto sc oo 
can organize in this way, other schools may wish to follow its lead. This sort 
of organization may help stabilize and coordinate Zen’s development over 
the next generation. 

Given the disparate styles of teaching in elite Zen, and the creative 
changes that will certainly continue, can we still say that elite Zen centers 
are Zen, or even Buddhist? Joko Beck Sensei still clearly leads a Zen cen¬ 
ter, though on her altar sits not Manjusri Bodhisattva or Sakyamuni Bud¬ 
dha, but a rock. If the students are meditating, but without the rituals, 
without the statues, without the robes, can one still call their practice Zen? 
Toni Packer has dispensed with all that and no longer calls her center 
Buddhist at all, yet she remains the first dharma heir of Kapleau Roshi. So, 
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is she still a Zen teacher? Without reference to the thousand-year tradition 
of teacher-student transmission of the dharma, without reference to the 
philosophies that lie behind it, without reference even to Sakyamuni Bud¬ 
dha and his experience, what would be taught and learned and practiced? 
These questions trouble all concerned, since particular Zen lineages want to 
preserve their reputations of holding the original dharma and yet be free 
both to experiment and discard. 

What is Zen? This is the root question underlying elite Zen and its develop¬ 
ment. Yet the Zen tradition has asked such questions of its own forms and 
essence from the very first. All schools of Zen over the centuries have 
repeated the (supposed) words of Bodhidharma, advertising Zen as without 
forms, pointing directly to one’s own mind. Yet all schools of Zen over the 
centuries have repeated that they have the true dharma transmission and one 
needs to practice with them to realize it in oneself. We can look at Western 
Zen as a noble attempt to free Zen from the tension between its philosophi¬ 
cal freedom and its institutional rigidity, and to allow travelers on its path 
to shed their baggage. Some part of Zen’s truth may be transmitted with¬ 
out the old forms; but perhaps the forms are the truth and the core is empti¬ 
ness. 1 ' 4 Zen «n the West has been an experiment in uncovering the root val¬ 
ues of a religious tradition and transplanting them to the soil of a new cul¬ 
ture. The fruition of this process took hundreds of years in China; despite 
the acceleration of modern culture, a mature Zen in the West will unfold 
only with further generations to blossom in ways we have yet to imagine. 


Notes 

1. I should add that what holds true for the word "Zen," holds true for "Ch’an" 
n oon and Thien,” the Chinese, Korean, and Vietnamese varieties. Following 
a standard Western practice, I will use "Zen” to refer to all of these. 

— or descriptions of Japanese Zen practice, see the works of Reader and Bod- 
•ford m the bibliography. 

an j’ B^llust forms emphasizing meditation have garnered the most attention 
io IC * C y ^ not a ^ wa ys good) in the West, especially Theravadin vipassana , var- 

Sh6<hQ CCan ^ orms ’ an ^ the several varieties of Zen. In the 1970s, Nichiren 
ular' U K in ICS Gakkai guise, began to outstrip the meditational forms in pop- 
r ‘ty, ut its time demands and its emphasis on chanting put it, too, in the active 
y category of Buddhism. All these forms of Western Buddhism conti nue to grow, 
" P ec,a y attracting Europeans and European-Americans. On the other hand, it 
seems sians in the West may be losing enthusiasm for more traditional sorts of 
practice. Membership in the Buddhist Churches of America (Jodo Shinshu School) 
is own, though it is becoming more heterogeneous, and Paul Numrich (in a paper 
presented to the annual meeting of the American Academy of Religion, Novem¬ 
ber 1«S— 22, 1994) reported not a single fully ordained Asian-American bhikkhu 
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(monk) in an American Theravadin temple. Without new bhikkhus from within 
the community to form a field of merit, one wonders how traditional forms of 
Buddhism will survive in the West. 

4. Taizan Maezumi Roshi, personal communication. For an excellent, journalis¬ 

tic account of the process of the transmission of early lineages to America, see 
Fields, How the Swans Came to the Lake , chapters 10-12. t . 

5. Aitken, Encouraging Words, 115. Aitken Roshi then goes on to fo ow uzum 

Roshi in saying he himself does not know how his center will evolve, e accor 
ingly asks his students to experiment with him. Aitken Roshi s boo % an us ot er 
writings, provide a humane and intelligent source for the study an creation o 
Western Zen, especially its devotional forms and its ethics. For morc c e 

well-loved and influential Suzuki Roshi, see his Zen Mind, Beginners Mind , where 
he compassionately introduces Soto Zen spirituality and first raises man\ ongo g 
questions about the development of Zen in the West. 

6. See Bodiford, especially 185-208. Cptt'mv 

7. For sociological examinations of California Zen centers, see ip 

Saved . and Preston, Social Organization of Zen Practice. • nn _ 

8. Different lineages have differently addressed the difhcu ty o pro - ^ 
lay practice in Western societies. A few teachers, Hsuan Hua for 
emphasized creating monastic communities with fully or amc rn r ters ser j_ 
Much more common, though, is the practice described ^ 

ous students on the cusp of the lay/priest distinction. 1 ^ czu expected 

dozens of priests, but this was within a lineage where c ^ ll ^ ac y ™ f m0St P 0 f the 
and community involvement unavoidable. This pattern o s tr much 

Japanese lineages. On the other hand Seung Sahn 

more strict) Korean Zen circles when he created the ,. f act0 r some 

tion, not requiring celibacy. Still, the teacher remains t e require years of 

teachers, even in Japanese lineages, Kyogen Carlson fo, J ies , 

intensive training in a monastic setting before t ey wi or. . y,j s succe ssors. 

Revcalingly, as of this writing, Kyogen Sense, has nc> pn«- among h,s sue ^ 

9. Lacking space to describe the excitement, the ded cat on nd tn 

these students, l refer the reader to the following exce ent tiv e- Peter 

Robert Aitken and Shunryu Suzuki for the teacher PP both 

Matthiessen’s touching Nine-Headed Dragon Astern teachers and 

Rinzai and Soto practice; Tworkov s examinati ^ ^ut practice- 

their spiritual journeys, Zen in Amenca ^ humorous, but 

based account of the process of learning Zen, a , Metering’s 

ultimately moving, account of practice in Japan and America, van der Wetenng 

two memoirs (he is reportedly at work on a t nr ). . • , feminist and 

10. Rita Gross carefully explores all these issues from ustoned, ^femm.st, 

doctrinal perspectives, in her important book, ‘ u 

11. The most celebrated scandal involved RichardIEtab « Rosh , ^c ssor to 

Suzuki Roshi in San Francisco. This scandal included both power: andsex and 
ended with Baker’s ouster as abbot. See Fields an w or 'ov or ,. anc j 

center then spread some of the powers of the abbot to tie oar ’, 

took years before installing another full abbot. When it did, it split the abbotship 
giving responsibilities to Reb Anderson and Mel Weitsman (never a supporter of 
Baker Roshi). The split abbotship, though growing out of the mud, has proven 


510 


ART. SOCIETY, AND NEW DIRECTIONS 


popular and continues to bloom. A less destructive resolution took place at the 
Zen Center of Los Angeles, where Maezumi Roshi went through a period of alco¬ 
holism and several affairs. He took a leave of absence and came back with new 
attitudes about both women and the role of Zen teachers in the West. One of his 
senior female students commented to me that this process changed and deepened 
his teaching and played a crucial role in the ongoing growth of the center. 

12. Tworkov devotes a stimulating chapter of her book to Glassman Roshi. For 
further perspectives on Zen practice in the West, sec Kraft’s excellent collection of 


where the issues are taken up by Zen 


essays, Zen: Tradition and Transmission , 
teachers in addition to scholars. 

13. For measured and accessible examinations of this situation, see Prebish, 
Ethics and Integration,” and Nattier, "Politics of Representation.” 

14. Here I am playing on the Heart Sutra , cherished in Zen, which proclaims: 
form is no other than emptiness, emptiness no other than form.” Bernard Faure 

has brilliantly deconstructed Zen’s inherent and effaced tension between freedom 
from forms and the sanctity of tradition in his groundbreaking recent works. In its 
evolution, Zen in the West will continue this exploration. 
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Glossary of Technical Terms 

[Sanskrit (S), Pali (P), Chinese (C), Korean (K), Japanese (J)] 


Acalanatha S.; Fudo-myoo J. One of the inydd (q.v.). 

abhiseka S. Ritual initiation into Shingon meditative techniques. 
deary a S.; ajari HFa]^ J. Monastic teacher; title Achaan, Ajahn in Theravada 
Buddhism. Also a rank in the Japanese priesthood. 
dgama S.; agonkyd H'qtM J. One of the early collections oi Buddhist scrip¬ 


tures. 

ahimsa S. Non-killing; first of the five lay precepts. 
ajikan H^SJi J. Shingon meditation on the letter A. 

Aksobhya S.; Ashuku WH J. The immovable buddha, whose Pure Land is 


in the East. 

alaya-vijndna S.; ariyashiki J. Store-consciousness, underlying t e 

other consciousnesses in Yogacara. 

Amitabha S.; Amita M9HK C.; Amida J. The Buddha of measureless light; 
also called Amitayus, the Buddha of measureless life. Before becoming 
a buddha, he was a monk called Dharmakara (Hozo JT who vowe 
to welcome into his Pure Land in the west all who called on his name. 
andtman S.; anattd P; muga J. No-self. One of the three marks of exis¬ 
tence, along with impermanence ( anitya S.; rnujo $£•!> J-) an su er & 
(clubkha S.; ku ^ J.). 

anjin, amhin £-1, J. Serene mind. In Pure Land, contrasted with practices 

(kigyo &Ht). . , , 

cinusmrti S. Reflection, recollection, mindfulness. Meditation t at 

visualization. . , i 

arhat, arahat S.; rakan, arakan WHil J. An enlightened saint one who ras 
reached the fourth and highest stage of the Buddhist path (after stream- 
enterer, once-returner, and non-returner). Regarded by Mahayana as 
inferior to a bodhisattva. 

dsraya S. Support. The body of the Buddha, or the ground of our existence, 
in Yogacara. 

asttra S. ashura J. The fourth class of sentient beings, belligerent 
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beings. One of the six courses of rebirth (rokudo hell, preta, ani¬ 

mal, asura , human, heaven. 

Avalokites'vara S.; Kuan-yin SC6 h' C; Kannon J. Bodhisattva of compassion. 

Avatamsaka S.; Hua-yen wffo C.; Hwaom K.; KegonJ. “Flower-adornment ; 
name of Mahayana sutra and school; one of the Nara schools in Japan. 

bendo J. Earnest pursuit of the Buddhist path. 

Bhaisajyaguru S.; Yakushi J. Buddha of healing. 

bodhi S.; bodai J. Enlightenment, awakening, and the accompanying 
wisdom of insight. 

bodhicittotpada S.; bodaishin J. The mind of enlightenment (the aspi¬ 

ration to enlightenment), the first step on the bodhisattva path. 

bodhisattva S.; bosatsu J. Future buddhas, who vow to work for the 
enlightenment of all beings. 

bomid jMt $ J.; klesa S. Passionate afflictions; mental defilements. 

buddhaksetra S.; setsudo *ij± J.; butsudo B± J. Buddha-field. 

buddhata, buddhadhatu, buddhagotra S.; bulsong K.; bussho WIT J. Variant pos¬ 
sible terms for Buddha-nature”: the seed of buddhahood possessed by 
all sentient beings, enabling them to become buddhas. 

uss in fflT'J. Buddha-mind; the Buddha-nature. 

bussho. See buddhata. 


i 


Ch an. See dhyana. 

Ch ! ng C Terence, in Neo-Confucianism. 
chong/yo K. Doctrine/essence. 

chieh C., denpoge J. Transmission verse, epitomizing a Ch an 

master’s teaching. 


Great Ration 

da^pmj. Great compassion. 

® ® J’ Title oft he Ulus Sutra, in the Nichiren schools. 

^ j J - ? d f meanin S "Great Teacher.” 

devaT Deities ’the ^ i!' doCtrinal dewpoint; ( false > v >ew. 

’ Slxt " class of sentient beings; gods who have become 
protectors of Buddhism. 

f * S V t0 ^ U °~ n * darani P'Sli/g, J. Lit. “that which sustains”: ritual 
ormu as that sustain the religious life of those who recite them; similar 
to mantra. 

ama S.,fa C., ho & J. Teaching; element, phenomenon. Dharma: the law 
at governs all things; the ultimate truth as taught by the Buddha. 
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dharma-dhatu S.; bokkai v£?r J. The realm of cosmic law; the world of phe¬ 
nomena. 

dhamakdya S.; hosshin ?£# J. The collection of teachings or sutras. Dhar- 
makaya: Truth-body; cosmic body; the eternal nature of the Buddha. 
dharmata S.; hossho J. True nature of the phenomenal order, interpreted 
by some Mahayanists as “emptiness” or “thusness.” 
dhyana S.; jhana P.; ch’an ill C.; son K.; thien Vietnamese; zen J. Meditation 
aiming at enstatic absorption. Four dhyanas = four stages of concentra¬ 
tion. 

dokusan J. Personal meeting with the master, in Zen. 

ekaydna S.; ichijo —J. The One Vehicle revealed by the Lotus Sutra to 
underlie the three vehicles (triydna) used by the Buddha as skillful 
means (upaya), namely srdvaka-yana, pratyekabuddha-yana, and bodhisattva- 
yana or Mahayana. It is often identified with the Mahayana. 
eko iifo] J. Transfer of merit, esp. the transfer of Amida’s boundless merit to 
sentient beings so that they can enter his Pure Land. 

Fa-hsiang C.; Hosso J. East Asian Yogacara Buddhism, based on the 

writings of Dharmapala (530-561). . 

Four Beginnings: ssu-tuan G9#S C.; sadan K.; shitan J. The moral qua lties 
that give rise to the original goodness of human nature, accor ing to 
Mencius; their relation to the Seven Emotions mentioned in the Dot trine 
of the Mean is discussed in Neo-Confucianism. 

Fudo-myoo. See Acalanatha. 

fusho fumetsu J. Unborn, undying; the state of nirvana . 

gedo J. Lit. “outside the path”: heresy or non-Buddhist teaching. 
gedatsu J. Release, nirvana. 

goi J. The five ranks of insight according to Tung-shan; levels o train 
ing in the Rinzai koan curriculum. 
gozan. See wu-shan. 
gyoja J. A practitioner. 

haibutsu kishaku J. “reject and destroy Buddhism ; anti-Buddhist 

slogan of the Meiji Period in Japan. 
bassu v£B fi ] J. Dharma heir; a priest who takes over from his master. 
hatsumei J. Illumination; the experience of insight in Shingaku. 
hijiri H J. Wandering ascetics. 
bokkai J. See dharma-dhatu . 
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hongaku J. Original enlightenment (of all beings), a teaching developed 
particularly in the Japanese Tendai school. 
hongan J. Original Vow (of Amida Buddha). 

honji-suijaku J. Original ground (= Buddhist bodhisattvas) and 

trace manifested below (= Japanese kami). 
horizon J. Chief object of veneration. In the Nichiren tradition, Dai-go- 
honzon : a mandala composed by Nichiren, serving as a focus of veneration. 
Hosso. See Fa-hsiang. 
hsin 'L' C.; shin J. Mind, heart. 
hsing C.; sho , sei J. Nature. 

hua-t'ou C.; hwadu K.; wato J. Lit. "head of the statement": the critical 
phrase in a koan. 

ichinen sanzen —J. One thought includes all three thousand worlds; 

a Tendai doctrine derived from the Loins Sutra, 
ichinengi — J. Single-invocation theory, Kosai’s theory that one invoca¬ 
tion of Amida assures rebirth; as opposed to Ryukan’s many-invocation 
theory (tanengi). 

inka £P nj J. Sanction or certification of enlightenment in Zen. 

jakko it J. Tranquil light. 

jakumetsu J. Tranquil extinction; nirvana. 

jikkai “hlr- J. Ten worlds: the six realms in which sentient beings transmi¬ 
grate ( rokudo > x ;il J.), plus the four realms of srdvakas, pratyekabucldbas, 
bodhisattvas, and buddhas. 
j inshin J. Deep faith, in Jodo Shinshu. 

jissetsu +*%\\ J. “Ten temples”; temples ranking below the gozan (q.v. wu-shari) 
in the Chinese and Japanese ranking systems. 

Jizo itlifeCc J.; Ksitigarbha S. Bodhisattva of travelers, children, pregnant 
women, and hell-beings. 

jodo $-± J.; ching t'u C.; chongt'o K. A pure land, the dwelling of a Buddha. 
Jogyo _hfr J.; Visistacaritra S. Bodhisattva mentioned in the Lotus Sutra , 
chapter 15; one of the four leaders of the bodhisattvas who emerge from 
eart h to propagate the sutra. 

jbgyo-^amrnai Hffr — 8£ J. Pure Land samadhi practice of perpetual walking. 
junyoze T^PtI: J. The ten “such-like" factors of existence: form, nature, sub¬ 
stance, power, activities, primary causes, environmental causes, effects, 
rewards and retributions, and the totality of the above nine; from the 
Lotus Sutra. 

juzen i If- J. The ten good deeds, an ancient formulation of Buddhist ethics. 
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kaidan J&ffi J. Lie. precept-platform; ordination platform. 
k’an-hua C.; kanhwa K.; karma]. Observing the koan; the style of prac¬ 
tice characteristic of Rinzai Zen since the time of Ta-hui. Opposed to 
nio-chao (q.v.). 
ken J. See darsana. 

kensho J.; chien-hsing C.; kyonsong K. Lit. “seeing the nature”; Zen 

enlightenment (= satori +§ J.) 

kenmitsu J. The exoteric (kengyd Mlfc) and esoteric ( mikkyo teach¬ 

ings; the former are taught by the Buddha in his enjoyment and trans¬ 
formation bodies, the latter by his Dharma-body. 
kiho-ittai ft J. The unity of the person and the Dharma (identified 

with Amida Buddha), in Pure Land Buddhism. 

Kogaku -f : J. “Ancient Learning” movement of the Neo-Confucian school 
in the Tokugawa period. 
kokoro 'L' J. Mind or heart. See hsin. 

kokushi SfifU J. National Teacher, a posthumous honorific title conferred by 
an emperor. 

komyo J. Radiant light, symbolizing the wisdom of buddhas and bodhi- 
sattvas. 

k’ung C.; ku J.; sunyata S. Emptiness. 

kttng-an C.; kongan K.; koan]. Paradox, riddle, theme for focusing the 
mind, often taken from ancient dialogues, used as teaching device in 
Zen training. 

kung-fu i£: C.; kufu J. Strenuous application in the practice of zazen, the 
work of cultivation in Zen’s daily practice. 
kuonjitsujo J. “having realized Buddhahood in the remote past . a 

phrase from the Lotus Sutra used in Tendai to indicate the eternity of the 
Buddha. 

Kusha tt# J.; kosa S. One of the Nara schools, based on the Abbidhamia-kosa. 

laksana S.; hsiang ffl C.; so J. ‘'Mark"; identifying characteristic. 
li/ch’im.1% C; ri/ki J. Noumenal principle /material force. 

Madhyamika, Madhyamaka S. The “middle path” school of Buddhism, 
founded by Nagarjuna. 

Mahakasyapa S.; Mahakassapa P; Makakasho, Kasho J. He became an 
arhat after only eight days as the Buddha s disciple. According to the Zen 
legend, when the Buddha raised a flower and blinked his eyes without 
speaking, Kasyapa showed his understanding by a smile. The Buddha 
thereupon declared to him, “You have the treasury of the eye of the true 
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Dharma” (]] : .v£BRMc sbobogenzo J.) and the "wondrous mind of nirvana 
(nehan mydshin J.); this “transmission from mind to mind (isbin clensbin 
J.) made him the first patriarch of Zen Buddhism. 

Mahayana S.; ta-sheng C.; daijd J. “Great Vehicle”; the path of those 

Buddhists who choose to strive for Buddhahood rather than arhatship, 
as opposed to Hinayana (“little vehicle”) Buddhism. 

Mahavairocana S.; Dainichi L H J. The cosmic Buddha, identical with the 
Dharmakaya, who is revered in Shingon. All other Buddhas and bodhi- 
sattvas are generated from him. 

Maitreya S.; Miroku J. The future Buddha dwelling in the Tusita paradise. 
mandala S.; mandara J. Diagram illustrating Buddhist cosmology 

and used as aid in meditation. 

Manjusri S.; Monju J. Bodhisattva of wisdom. 

mantra S.; shingon Kd J. Ritualistic formula or incantation that symbolically 
embodies the truth. 

mappo J.; mo-fa C. Decline of the Buddhist Law in the Latter Days; the 
third and last period in the East Asian tripartite dating system. 
marga S.; magga P.; tao jfi C.; do, michi J. Path; way. 
mayoi iirV' J. Illusion. 

meitoku J. Illuminating virtue, a Confucian term. 

metsubo J. Annihilation. 

metsu do J. Nirvana. 

metta P.; maitri S. Love, friendliness. First of a group of four meditative 
states called brahma-vihara, followed by karund (pity, compassion), 
mudita (sympathetic joy), and upekkhd (equanimity). 
milgyo K.; mikkyo tSr^Jc J. Esoteric or tantric Buddhism. 
missan-cho J. Secret records of koan interviews. 

mo-chao SSHS C.; mokiisho J. Silent meditation; opposed to k'an-hua (q.v.). 
mondo J.; mundap K. Question and answer; Zen dialogue; exchange 
between Zen master and student (or between two masters) that reveals 
their degree of understanding. 

India S., inzo J. Ritual hand-gesture. 
rnugamX J. See andtman. 

raushin J. No-mind; freedom from discriminative thinking, in Zen. 
myobo mU j.; miao-fa C. Wondrous Dharma. 
yd 0 rengekyo b'P'fel J. ; Miao-fa lien-hua ching C. Title of the Lotus 
Sutra , used as a mantra in the Nichiren tradition. 

myoo J., vidyaraja S. Deities of ferocious aspect who destroy evil spirits 
at Dainichi’s behest. 
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tn 7 / & J. Thought, fixation, remembrance. 

ntng-so Hfc$r C.; nung-so K. Subject-object (distinction). 

nien-fo (Z C; nyombul K.; nenbutsu J. Recollecting the Buddha; reciting the 
name of Amida Buddha. 

Nio I’-l T. J. A guardian deity on either side of a temple gate: Kongd-missbaku 
on the left and Naraen-kongo on the right. 

ninndnakdya S.; keshin ft# J. Transformation body of the Buddha. 

Nirvana Sutra S.; Nieb-p’an ching C.; Nebangyo J. A Mahayana J/7//V/ 

(full title: Mahaparinirvana Sutra ) that recounts the Buddhas last jour¬ 
ney (entirely different from the A1 abdparinibbdna Sutta in the Pali 
Canon). This was the scripture of the Nirvana school in China and is one 
of the sources for the idea of the universal Buddha-nature. 

Obaku-shu J. Japanese Zen sect, introduced from China in the sev¬ 

enteenth century. 

oho T.iiJc, buppo J. Royal law and Buddha law, the secular and the spiri¬ 
tual (in Rennyo). 

ojo £HJ. Birth in the Pure Land. 

dso/gensd ILffi /ii+B J. The two phases of going to the Pure Land and return¬ 
ing to this world. 

p'an-ebiao C.; kyohan J. Classification of doctrines. 

paramdrthasatyalsamvrtisatya S. Ultimate and conventional reality, the 
twofold truth. 

prajnd S.; po-jo, pan-jo C.; hannya, e M J. Wisdom, insight. 

Prabhutaratna S.; Taho J. A Buddha who appears and praises Sakya- 
muni after his exposition of the first ten chapters of the Lotus Sutra. 

pratyekabuddha S.; engaku *£•*£, byakushi-butsu J- A self-enlightened 

Buddha. Beings thought to attain enlightenment by their own power 
and for themselves alone. 

preta S.; gaki J. Hungry ghosts, the inhabitants of the world of the 
same name; one of the six courses of rebirth ( rokudd /\ilt). hell, pteta, 
animal, asura , human, heaven. 

roshi J. A Zen master, who has completed the training and is regarded 
as being enlightened. 

ryobu sbinto WSBttii J. Dual Shinto: a form of Buddhist-Shinto syncretism 
transmitted in the Shingon sect. 

Sadaparibhuta S. Jofugyo J. “Never Despising : a bodhisattva who 
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revered everyone, even his enemies, as future Buddhas; Sakyamuni him¬ 
self in a former existence, according to the Loins Sutra, 
samadhi S.; san-mei Ei&fc, ting nl C.; sanmai . zanmai, jo J. State of meditative 
absorption. Meditation, the second of the three disciplines {sangaku H-t 1 
J.), along with si la (precepts) and prajnd (q.v.). 

Samantabhadra S.; Fugen #ri J. Bodhisattva of teaching. 
samatha S.; chih lb C.; shi J. Serenity; calming. 

sambhogakdya S.; hojin J. One of the three bodies (trikdya) of a Buddha, 
the enjoyment body or reward body. 
sanmaya-kai J. Esoteric precepts taught by Kukai. 

san-ebii zl'b) C.; sanku J. Three phrases of Lin-chi used in Ch’an meditation. 
san-hsiian — C.; sangen J. Three “mysterious gates” of Lin-chi; stages on 

the way to Zen understanding. 

San-lun -dm C.; Sanron J. The Three Treatise school of Buddhism 
(Madhyamika), based on the Chinese translations of Nagarjuna’s Mid¬ 
dle Treatise and its companion texts, the Hundred Treatise and the Twelve 
Topics Treatise. 

sanmitsu J. Three Mysteries of body, speech, and mind, in Shingon. 
sanzen J. Meeting the Zen master. 

Sarvastivada S.; Setsu-issai-ubu J. Early Buddhist school teach¬ 

ing the real existence of all dharmas, past, present, and future. 
sdstra S., lun am C.; Ion K.; ronj. Treatise; the third basket of the Tripitika. 
5atl smrti S. Mindfulness. 

S ^ me * J* in Toda Josei, “life force.” 

eis i j ztL J., Mahasthamaprapta S. Bodhisattva of wisdom; in Pure Land 
iconography, Amida s right-hand attendant; Kannon, bodhisattva of 
m ercy, is on the left. 

chaku, senjaku 58#? J. Selection: Amida Buddha’s prescription of a single 
practice for attaining salvation. 
sessbin J. Intensive Zen retreat. 

h^ ft ^ sam saric world in which Sakyamuni teaches. 

s a u u u IX J. To conquer and overcome evil aggressively; the aggressive 

met od of converting, as contrasted with the gentle {shoju Jot'S:) 
method. 

shakumon /honmon uffiFTTTI J.; chi men/pen men C. The two divisions of the 
°* us Sutra (provisional teaching and fundamental teaching). The Bud- 
a reveals his eternal nature only in the honmon . 
shami \s M J., sramanera S. A novice who has vowed to observe ten precepts: 
the five lay precepts forbidding killing, stealing, lying, sexual miscon¬ 
duct, and intoxicants, plus precepts against decorating one’s body, 
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listening to songs and seeing dances, sleeping in a big bed, eating at the 
wrong time, and keeping money and jewels. 
shana-gyd , sbana-go J. Esoteric teachings and practices in the Tendai 

school. 

shib-shih wu-ai C.; sasa mttae K.; jiji-muge J. Hua-yen doctrine of 

the unobstructed interpenetration of all phenomena. 
shikari lkfiB, J.; chih-kuan C.; samatha-vipasyana S. Concentration and insight, 
or, cessation and contemplation; the style of meditation taught in the 
Tendai school. Shikan-gd and sbana-go are the two practices (tyogo) 
decreed by Saicho for Tendai monks. 

shikan taza J. “Just sitting”; the style of meditation practice of Soto 

Zen. 

Shingaku J. The “Learning of the Heart” movement founded by Ishi- 
da Baigan. 

Shingon KW J. Lit. “true word”; mantra\ the tantric Buddhist sect founded 
by Kukai. 

shin jin datsuraku IbL'Uftrii J. “Dropping off body and mind”: the enlighten¬ 
ment Dogen learned from his teacher Ju-ching. 

Shinto (shin to) fail J. Lit. “way of the gods,” indigenous religion of Japan. 
sbinjin la'L' J. Believing mind; trust in Amida Buddha. 
shinpo J. Psychological techniques. 

shinshiki $tWi J.; kaya-vijnana S. Somatic-awareness consciousness; con¬ 
sciousness dependent on the perception of touch. 
shobo IEy£ J. The true Dharma. In the tripartite mappo schema, the age of 
the true Dharma is followed by that ol the semblance Dharma (zobo). 
shodomon J. The “teaching of the way of the saints, relying on self- 

power, as opposed to the Pure Land path of trust in Other-power. 
shojoju IE$?r5 J. Fully assured of birth in the Pure Land. 
shonin IA J. Title meaning "Saint.” 

shozan If III J. Temples of the third rank, below gozan and jissetsu. 
shugendo J. A movement that focuses on ascetic practice in the moun¬ 

tains. 

sokn-hi E[J^ J. The paradoxical logic of affirmation-in-negation from the 
Diamond S/ttra: “A is not A, therefore it is called A.” 
sokushin jobutsu J. To become a Buddha in this very existence; the 

realization of buddhahood with this very body. 
sravaka S.; shomon J. Hearer, Hinayana disciple. 

stupa S.; sotoba to J. Burial mound of a secular or religious hero, 

notably one enshrining Buddha relics. 

Sukhavati S. The Pure Land, the Western paradise of Amitabha Buddha. 
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sutra S.; cbing *5 C.; gyong K.; kyo J. Lit. “thread”; scripture, authoritative 
text; the first basket of the Tripitika. 

taizo BuiK J.; garbba S. Matrix; womb; taizokar. name of Shingon mandala. 
ta-li C.; tariki J. Other-power (of Amida Buddha) as opposed to self- 
power 0 tzu-li \=\ t] C.; jinki J.). 

tantra S. A type of religious literature that deals with incantation, divina¬ 
tion, iconographic, and/or sexual devices to symbolically represent what 
the writers conceive as the truth. 

tathagata S.; nyorai J. Lit. “thus-come” or “thus-gone”; an epithet of a 
Buddha. 

tatbagatagarbha S.; nyoraizo $11 J. Embryo, womb, or store of buddha- 
hood in all sentient beings; sec buddhata. 
tathata S.; shinnyo K$Q, nyojitsu $Q1* J. Suchness, the true reality of things as 
empty; identified with the dharmakaya. 

Ten worlds; ten realms. See jikkai. 

tengo J. “Turning word”: an utterance that comes at the decisive 

moment and brings the hearer to enlightenment in Zen Buddhism. 

T ien-t’ai C.; Ch’ont’ae K.; Tendai J. School founded by Chih-i, who 
systematized a vast array of Buddhist teachings and practices, based on 
principles from the Lotus Sutra. 

ti-yung fSffl C. ; ch } e-yong K. Essence/function, substance/operation. 
ti-hsiang yung C.; ch’e -sang-yong K. Essence/attributes/function. 

t ong pulgyo 'M\%$X K. Buddhism of total interpenetration. 
tono chornsu K.; tongo zenshu J. Sudden enlightenment/gradual cul¬ 

tivation. 

tyipitaka S.; sanzo “ J. Lit. three baskets or storehouses; the three sections 
of the Buddhist Canon: sutra , vinaya , and sastra. 
triratna S.; sanbo juS J. The Three Jewels: Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. 
tso-cb an C.; zazen J. Sitting in meditation. 
tsimg 7K C.; shu J. Lineage of teachings; school; sect. 

upaya, upaya-kausalya S.; fang-pien C.; boben J. Skillful means used by 
the Buddha and by bodhisattvas to help oneself and others realize 
enlightenment. 

vajrayana S.; chin-kang-ch’eng C.; kongojo J. Diamond Vehicle; tantric 

Buddhism. 

vasana S. Karmic residues, good or bad, that permeate the mind; latent, 
habitual tendencies. 
vihara S., P Monastery. 
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vinaya S.; ritsu It J. Precepts, the second basket of the Tripitika. The Ritsu 
school was one of the six Nara schools. 
vipassand R; vipasyatid S.; kuan Si C.; kan J. Insight, contemplation. 


wu & C. mu\ J. Nothingness. “No!” in answer to the question: “Has the dog 
Buddha-nature?” in the first koan of the Mumonkan (Gateless barrier) 

collection. . . 

wu-shan 2lUJ C.; gozan J. "Five Mountains”; system of ranking temples, 

introduced into Japan from China. 


yaksa S.; yasba J. In India, an indigenous tree-spirit that could bring 
either blessings or calamity; sometimes regarded as protector ot Bud- 


dhism. 

yamabusbi lUffc J. Mountain ascetics of the shugendo (q.v.) movement, associ¬ 
ated with Shingon or Tendai Buddhism. 
yeh-shih C. Fundamental activating consciousness that creates t e 1 ur 

tion between subject and object. __ . c . • r-> 

Yogacara S. The consciousness-only (attarndtra, vijnaptimatra ., _ 

mm C.; yuishiki J.) school of Buddhism, founded by Asanga and 


bandhu. 

yongji ^^0 K. Mysterious power of insight. 

yu-lu C.; goroku J. Recorded sayings (of Zen masters). 


zazen. See tso-ch’an. 


Zen. See dbydna. 

zettai mu J. Absolute nothingness, 


in Kyoto school philosophy. 
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219-20, 276, 308, 319, 324-25, 327, 
335-36, 357, 359-60, 365, 375, 381, 
513 

Mciji restoration, 121, 143, 335-36 
Metanoetics, 380 , 387 
Mctaphysic(s), xvi, 19 , 45, 52, 60, 149-51, 
199, 249, 288, 363, 369, 372-73, 380 
Metsudo, 5 16 
Meltd sutta, 460 
Miao-fa lien-hua thing, 5 16 
Mi chi, 288-90, 292, 357, 516 
Mikkyd. 153, 155, 160, 184-85, 357, 
515-16 

Mind; M.-cultivation, 28; M.-dharma, 112 ; 
M.-essence, 438; Mindfulness, 322, 
468, 477, 486-90, 492-94, 511, 518; 
M.-nature, 87, 92; M.-only, 64, 112 , 
286, 427; M.-stuff, 1 12; M.-to -mind, 
84, 502; M.-transmission, 84 
Ming dynasty, 22, 3 1, 3 13, 4 17 
Missionary (activity), xviii, xx, 77 , 109-10, 
130, 132, 482, 485-86, 499 
Mizuyakushi-ji, 352 
Mo ho chih kuan, AAA 
Moan jo, 343 

Modernity, modernization, xx, xvii, 1 19-21, 
129, 219-21, 335, 357, 420, 479, 

483, 486 
Mondo, 516 
Mon jo no honmon, AAA 
Montei no honmon, AAA 
Morality, xxii, 50, 92, 122 , 145, 183, 

230-31, 329, 331, 352-53, 355, 371, 
376 

Mount Hiei, xviii-xix, 155, 160 , 1 64-66, 
168-69, 172, 184, 186-90, 197, 
201 - 2 , 204-6, 210-1 1 , 222-23, 
226-27, 231, 256-60, 263, 274 
Mount Koya, xviii, 160, 164, 178-79, 184, 
189, 202 

Mount Ta Kang, 417 
Mount Wu-ku Kuan-yin, 417 
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Mount Yueh Mci, 4 17 
Mudita, 516 

Mudra, 175, 182, 190, 241, 356, 398-99, 
401, 415, 516 
Muga, 332, 341, 51 1, 516 
Mumonkan, 32, 47, 265, 325, 521 
Muromachi period, 142, 262-64, 266-68, 
271-72, 313, 329 
Murydgi-kyd, 437 
Music, 58, 145, 154, 215 
Muso, 266-70, 272 
Myoho-ji, 466 
Myohorengekyo, 241, 251 
Myokonin-den, 330 
Myoo, 409, 51 1, 516 
Myoshin-ji, 264, 266, 268-69, 271, 297, 
308,312-14, 318, 326 
Mystic(ism), 44, 46, 51—52, 283, 287, 385, 
401, 409, 438, 488, 500 
Myth(ology), xiv, 25, 146, 151, 153, 198, 
229, 289, 313, 380, 385 

Namc-rccitation, 503. Sec also Nenbutsu 
Namu-amida-butsu , 237, 282 
Nan-bai-cbi-kuet-nei-fa ch'uan, 35 1 
Nan-k’e T'ai-shou ebuan, 323 
Nan-tsung school, 7 
Nanzen-ji, 267 

Nara period, 144—45, 147, 150—53, 155, 
160, 197-98, 201 
Naropa Institute, 478, 480 
Nationalism, 197, 249, 307, 322, 328, 388, 
420, 448 
Nebangyd, 517 
Neban my6shin, 5 16 

Nenbutsu, 172, 189, 194-95, 197, 202, 
204-23, 226-28, 231, 233-34, 
237-38, 249, 258, 314, 341, 517. See 
also Recitation of the name 
Nenbutsu-shoshinge, 226 
Neo-Confucianism, xvii, 19, 22, 48-52, 

244, 266, 313, 331, 335, 338, 
340-42, 344-46, 349, 381, 512-13, 
515 

Neo-Kantianism, 371, 375 
Nibbana, 489 
Nichiren honbutsuron , 442 
Nichiren Shoshu, 435—36, 440, 442-48, 
450-54, 508 

Nichirenshu, 329—30, 442, 453—54; N. 


Fujiha, 442 
Nieb-p’an ching, 517 
Nien-fo. 22,45, 517 
Nihilism, xx, 381, 383-85, 387 
Nibongi, 143—44, 357 
Nibonsboki, 137, 144 
Nihonzan Myoho-ji sect, 466 
Nirvana, xiii, 44, 64—65, 67—68, 74, 78, 81, 
93, 127, 129-30, 149, 170, 232-33, 
240-41, 243, 247, 284, 286, 294, 

331, 391,447, 473, 493, 513-14, 
516-17 


Nishi Hongan-ji, xxii 

Nisoshiju, 231 

Niu-t’ou school, 10, 26, 28 


Niyata ras'i, 74, 76 
Noh, 288, 369 

No-mind, 28, 291, 293, 303, 306, 333. 516 
Non-backsliding, 74, 76 
Non-becoming, 141 
Non-being, 141 
Non-dharma, 67 
Non-differentiation, 385, 445 
Non-discrimination, 66, 69, 72, 299, 303 
Non-dual(ity), 69, 76, 86, 90, 93, 112, 117, 
141, 183, 200, 303, 322, 503 
Non-existence, 97, 294-95, 456 
Non-nothingness, 294 
Non-retrogression, 74, 232 
Non-returner, 511 
Non-seeking, 35 
Non-self. See No-self 
Non-scntient, 290, 445 
Non-substantial(ity), 112, 140, 395, 398, 


/ sungnyo chi kyoyuk , 120 


474_75, 481, 485 

No-self, xv, 40, 292, 332, 486, 511. See also 
Andtman, Muga, Selflessness 
Nothingness, 294-95, 299-301, 311, 368, 
370-74, 376-77, 379-81, 385, 387, 
510, 521; N.-in-love, 380 
No-thought, 90, 92, 95—96 
Noumenal, noumenon, 50, 84, 86, 88, 92, 


331, 399, 515 

Nun(s), 15, 119-20, 123, 141,281,284, 
297, 418-25, 428, 431, 455-56, 
461-62, 464, 473-76, 480, 490-91, 
498, 501-3, 509 
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Nnng-so, 69, 517 
Nunneries, 124, 352, 425, 491 
Nyombul, 113-14, 517 

O, 231 

Obaku school, xxii, 517 

Ogikuden, 442 

Ojo, 451, 517 

Omosu honmon-ji, 442 

Once-returncr, 5 11 

Oneness, 88, 237, 282, 332, 363 

One-vehicle Buddhism, 139, 171, 195. 

also Ekayana 
Onjo-ji, 259 

Orategaina, 316, 323, 326-27 
Orientalism, 374 
Oryo, 257 
Oso, 228, 517 

Other-Power, 45, 189, 195, 204, 227-33, 
236-37, 329, 359, 361, 364-65, 380 
519-20 

Otokan school, 266, 269, 308 
Otokuni-dcra, 178 

Oxhead school, 10, 28. See also Niu-tou 
school 


Packche dynasty, 57-58, 60, 77, 137 
Pat-chang yu-lu, 38-39, 42-4 3 
Pah Canon, 483-86, 517 
P an-ebiao, 66-67, 517 
Pao-cbingsan-mei, 17 
Pao-lin chuan, 11,13 
Paramdrtba, 66 
Pa ra mart hasatya, 64, 517 
Pari nirvana, 103 


Passions, 24-25, 51, 204 
450 


216, 237, 258, 


Penis, 393 
Pi-kuan, 24 


Pilgrim(age), 102, 157 , 
Pi-yen lu, 20-21, 47 
P’o-an school, 266 
Po-jo, 517 
Pop, 123 

Prajnd, 67, 69, 92-95, 
517-18 


162, 392, 414, 423 


H2, 150, 177, 


Prajnapdramitd, 26, 395, 4 15 
Pratibbdsa, 4 13 
Pratibhnba, 413 
Pratityasamutpada, 427 


Pratyekabuddha, 171, 195, 517; P.-ydna, 513 
Praxis, xiv, xxi, 59, 77, 89-90, 92, 94, 199, 
371-72, 374, 376, 380-81, W^Oo’, 
435 

Prayer, 20, 105, 142, 232, 240, 272, 401 
Precept(s), 148, 204, 342, 471, 475, 478; 
P-platform, 515; R-transmission, 421. 
Sec also Vinaya 
Preta, 171, 512, 517 
Priestess, 146 

Prophecy, 21 1, 248, 249-52 
Proselytization, xxiii, 244, 253 
Protestantism, 170 
Proto-Shinto, 145-46, 151, 153 
Psychoanalysis, 494 
Pulsing, 111, 127 
P'yongdnng chuwi, 120 


Recitation of the name, 215, 227, 230, 233. 

Sec also Nenbutsn 
Reincarnation, 128 
Rciyukai, 435, 448 

Rengekyo, 344, 437, 440-44, 446, 466, 516. 

Sec also Lotus Sfitra 
Ri, 116, 188, 199, 354, 515 
Richi, 183, 315-16 
Richifuni, 183 
Riji-rnuge, 15 1 
Riki sabetsnron, 292, 332 
Rinzai Zen, 16, 22, 29, 32, 47, 97, 112, 
256-64, 266-67, 269, 272-73^279 
289, 291, 295, 297, 307-10, 313-15. 
318-19, 323, 325, 328, 333, 343, 
499, 502-3, 509, 513, 515 
Risenkufu, 304 
Rissho Koseikai, 467, 480 
Rites, ritual, xiv, 33, 48, 59, 11 1-12, 120, 
130-33, 137, 142, 145-46, 148, 
153-54, 161, 177-79, 184, 190, 198, 
200, 202, 209, 219, 252, 281, 316, 
330, 335, 371, 375, 394, 399-401, 
411-12, 415, 489-90, 498, 505, 507, 
511-12, 516; Ritualism, 283, 398, 

516 

Ritsn, 147-48, 152, 187, 250, 267, 521. See 
also Precepts, Vinaya 
Robatsu, 264, 322 
Rokudo, 512, 514, 517 
Rokuon-in, 268 
Rokuon-sdroku, 268 
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Rokuroso , 442 
Ropparamitsu-ji, 275 
Rupakdya, 396 
Ryumon-ji, 297 
RyCitaku-ji, 319, 323 


Scuh al ydftg, 1 10 
Sudan. See Four Beginnings 
Saddharmapundarika Sutra, 130, 239 
Sage(s), xx, xiv, 49-50, 131, 139, 179, 248, 
258, 31 1, 333-34, 336, 440; S.-king, 
25 


Saibo sbinan sbd, 213, 221 
Saiho-ji, 361 

Saint(hood), 82, 193, 195, 210-11, 219, 
239, 251, 284, 488, 493, 51 1, 519 

Sakyadhita International Association of 
Buddhist Women, 475 
Salvation, xvi, xix, 31,81, 115, 120, 

171-72,- 193-95, 204-5, 217-19, 

233, 239, 246-50, 253, 370, 397-98, 
435-36, 442, 448-54, 518 
Samadhi, 11, 69, 92-95, 201, 213, 215-16, 
311, 322, 397, 488, 514, 518. See also 
Zanmai 

Samatha-vipasyana, 519 

Sambhogakaya, 71, 180, 396, 518 
Sarngha, 419, 421, 424, 428, 431. See also 
Sangha 

Sarnnak vipassand , 488 

Samnon (school), 60. See also San-lun, Sanron 
Samsara, xiii, xxi, 44, 65, 67-68, 93, 115, 
128, 188-89, 391, 409, 518 
Samurai, 193, 291, 295, 330, 337, 342-43, 
348, 360; S.-zen, 306, 346 
Samvrti, 66 
Samvrtisatya, 64, 517 
San-chii, 115, 518 
Sandai soron, 262 
Sandhinimiocana sutra, 67 


Sangakuroku, 178 
Sangan tennyu, 230 

Sangha, 75-76, 79, 109-10, 119-21, 

124-26, 433, 474, 490, 493, 498-99, 
501—4, 506, 520. See also Sarngha 
San-hsiian, 115, 518 

San'ikun, 329 _ . 

San-lun (school), xiii, 60, 427, 518. 5* also 
Samnon, Sanron 

Sanmai, 209, 213-14, 518. See also Zanmai 


Sanmai Hottukuki . 209, 214 
Sanmaya-kai. 191, 518 
Sanmitsu, 182, 190, 518 
Sanmon, 240 

Sanron (school), 147—50, 152, 201, 204, 
518. See also Samnon, San-lun 
Sanztn, 249-50, 264, 438-40, 444-45, 
514,518 

Sarvastivada, xiii, 148, 395, 518 
Sarvodaya Shramadana, 457-58, 471, 
480-81 


Sasa muac, 84, 99, 519 

Satasdhasrika-prajndpdramitd, 393 

Satipatthdna sutta. 486-88 
Salon', 46, 284, 289, 298, 303, 515 

Satyasiddhi , 148 ^ „ __ 

Scctarian(ism), xxii, 60, 64, 67, 76, 82, 87, 
110 121, 186, 193, 197-98, 261, 

344! 348, 350,355,357,395,427, 
475, 502; Suprasectarian, 348, 

351-52, 356 

Secularization, xvii, 120-22, 291, 329, 32 
Seishinshugi, 359, 362, 366 


eizan-ha, 210 

elf-awakening, xxiii, 368, 372, 376, 3 9, 
381 385,420 

elf-awareness, 301,370, 376-77, 379-80 
clf-centered(ness), 40, 304, 343 
elf-consciousness, 292, 2 ^9, 3CM 
elf-cultivation, 52, 114, 124, 33- 
elfhood, 292, 373 . 

elfless(ness), 288, 338, 3 43, 456, 459-60, 
463 479. See also No-selr 
.r 86 93-94, 292, 294, 306 

clf-naturc, 66, oo, jo ' ’ 

elf-power, 359, 364, 519-20 
enchaku, 206,518 ... ,c 

enchakushu, 205-6, 209- > 

217-18, 223 

engoku period, 263-64, 271 
ennangukyo roku, 331 

ex(uali?y), 225, 284, 408, 4l ^ 8 ’ 431 > 


sm, 457 

,ubuku, 330,436, 441,444,454,518 


Shana-gd, 519 
Shana-gyd, 191, 519 
Shao-lin temple, 24 
Shido kegyd, 349 
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Shih-men eheng-t 'nng, 47 
Shikan taza. 194, SO2, 506, 5 19 
Shin Buddhism, 223, 235-36, 2}8, }}5, 
366. See also Jodo Shinshu 
Shingon, xvin, 153, 155-56, 160, 167, 170, 
172, 174-76, 178-79, 182-85, 
189-91, 196-97, 200, 231, 233, 236, 
240, 242, 244, 254, 257, 264, 267, 
272, 282-83, 341, 346, 349-50, 35}, 
356-58,400, 5 11, 5 16-22; S. Risshu 
349 


Shingomhu shogaku Kyuritsuron mokuroku , 178 
Shinnyocn, 435 

Shinto, xvin, 137—38, 142, 146, 158, 161 
163, 197,290,330, 448. 517, 519; 
S.-buddhist, 160, 163 
Shitcnno-ji, 139 

Sbo, 170, 185, 213, 221, 253, 284 ?89 
295,514 ' ’ 

Shobogenzo, 261, 263, 275-77, 280-86 
288-90, 516 
Shodo, 206 


Shodomon, 193 t 519 
Shogun, 252, 257, 265, 267 , 291 
Shoin-ji, 312, 318 
Shojijissogi, 178 
Shoju-an, 311-12 
Shokoku-ji, 268, 325 
Shorin-ji, 319 
Shosorin ryaku shingi, 314 
Shotd shokaku ron, 258 
Skw-leng-yen-ching, 283 

Showa era, 220 

Shugeishuchi-in, 179 

Shugendo, xviii, 152 , 172,263 519 5 ; 

Shumon Mujinio ron, 3 17 ’ A 5 

Shuseisha, 342 
S>Ia, 92, 518 

S'lia dyna «K xvil '. 57-61, 63, 65-67, 6< 

c- 83, 103, 137 143 

^y^^jongkyojangch’ongnok, 104, 1 , 

Skillful means, 321,468,513,520. Sec 

tioben, Updya 
Sogen-ji, 325 
Soji-ji, 262 

Soka Gakkai, xxi, 435-54, 467 474 4? 

508 ’ ’ 


Soku-hi, 373, 519 

Sokushin jobuisu, 178, 180, 192 , 233 
241-42, 356, 445-46, 519 


Sokushin juhntsn gt, 1 
Sbmoku johutm. 198 
Songch ong, 1 1 5 
Songgwang Temple, 1 1-4 
Songmunsa Temple, 77 
Sotmuni iabyon nut no. 1 16-17 
Sdrwnni atgyong. 1 1 5 

Soto Zen, xix, 17, 29, 47, 194, 256, 259, 
261-64, 268, 272-7 }, 275-76, 
281-82, 287-88, 306-7, 314, 321, 
323. 350, }57, 418-19, 499, 502-3, 
50 , 509—10, 519. See also Ts’ao-tung 
Zen 

Soul, 363-64, 372. 377, }82, 384, 465, 486 
Spiritualism, 359, 361, 363, 365 
Srdvaka. 140, 171, 440, 445, 514, 519 
Srdvaka-ydtia. 5 1 3 
Srimaladevi, 139, 14 1, 171 
Srimaladevi-simhanada, 428 
Ssangyc Temple, 114 
Ssit-chit cheng- 1 k ' do, } 3 1 
Stupa, 130, 251, 393-96, 519 
Suchness, 65, 73, 75-76, 100, 1 12, 1 15, 
180, 438, 440, 520 
Sukhavati, 1 1 3, 397, 519 
Sukhavativyuha, 201, 207, 395 
Sung-yiian school, 266 
Sunyat a, 19, 27,71, 140, 385, 427, 5 15. See 
also Emptiness, Ku 
Suson sa, 1 14 
Sutta-nipata, 107 

Suwol toryang konghwa pttlsa yob wan bmju 
mongchung mini dap, 1 1 1 
Szechwan school, 11-12, 15 

Ta-ch’eng ch'i-hsin lun, 72 
T’acgo school, 125 
Ta hsicn Monastery, 421 
T'ai-chi, 52 

Taichung Pure Land Buddhist Society, 424 
Taimitsu, 189 
Taiseki-ji, 442 

Taisho period, 106, 220, 307, 322, 326, 

415, 426 
Takada-ha, 235 

Takaosan-ji, 167, 177-80, 183 
Ta-li, 426, 520 

Tang dynasty, 4, 7, 9-10, 15, 17-20, 22, 

33, 36, 45, 130, 154, 167, 190, 256, 
323, 434, 501 
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Tanka, 456 
Tannisho, 364 
Tan era, 60, 520 

Tantric, xviii, xxii, 167-68, 175, 184, 516, 
519-520 
Tantric-stylc, 158 
Tancrism, xviii, 172, 185, 398 
Tao, Taoism, xiv-xvi, 4, 7, 15, 24-26, 

47-51, 53, 57-60, 80, 153, 175, 179, 
183, 269, 290, 292, 311, 330, 334, 
341, 418, 420, 516 
'Va-t'ang hsi-yii chi, 4 14 
Tathagaca, xxiri, 62, 84, 116-17, 230, 232, 
242, 244, 247, 299, 359-60, 394, 
401,438, 443, 520; T. Son, 116-17 
7 athdgatagarbha, 25, 82, 89, 427, 520 
7 athdgatakay'a, 393 
Tat hat a, 520 
7 'at 1 1 asamg rah a, 176 
Ta-yiin Temple, 7 
Tenjukoku mandara . 201 
Tenmangu Shrine, 1 295 
7 en re i ha ns ho niyogi . 179 
Tenryu-ji, 267, 319 
Tenzo kydkun, 276, 280 
Tetsu Senchakusha, 218 
Thaumacurgy, 146-47, 149, 151-55, 197 
Theology, theologians, 52, 82, 88, 146, 

373, 377, 381-82 
Theosophy, 484-86 

Thcravada, xxi, 44, 142, 414, 424, 458, 
470, 475, 482-87, 489-94, 5 1 1 
Theravadin, 508-9 
7 herigdthd, 428 
Thien, 506, 508, 513 

T’icn-t’ai, xiii, xviii-xix, xxii, 3, 13, 29, 45, 
47-48, 53, 79, 167, 182-83, 187, 

191, 196, 200, 204, 256, 277, 322, 
520 

T’icn-t’ung Temple, 260, 274-75, 279 
Todai-ji, 146, 148, 157, 160, 166, 168, 

178, 191, 269 
Tofuku-ji, 260, 265, 267 
To-ji, 178-79 
Tokai-ji, 291, 333 

Tokugawa period, xx, 147, 198, 219, 261, 
264, 272, 305, 307-9, 313, 319, 
329-31, 333, 335-37, 339, 341-43, 
345-53, 355, 357-58, 360, 515 
Tomyoki, 232 


Tongpulgyo, 57, 60, 68, 76-77, 79, 520 
To no chomsu, 113, 520 
Torn hosshin, 182 
Toshodai-ji, 169 

Transcendence, 31, 52, 151, 277, 281, 283, 
285-86, 289, 329, 373, 391 
Trdyastrimia, 394 
Trikdya, 71, 180, 518 
Tripitaka . xiii, xvii, 4, 11, 13, 18-19, 

103-6, 204-5, 275, 422, 484, 520; 
T.-master, 426 
Tripitika, 18, 518, 520-21 
Triyana, 5 13 
Truth-body, 71, 513 

Ts'ao-tung Zen, 17, 21, 29-30, 46-47, 49, 
97, 275, 417-418. See a Iso Soto Zen. 
Tso-ch 'an, 46,52 0-5 21 
Tsung-ching In, 22, 45, 257 
Ts'ung-jung lu, 21 
Tsu-t'ang chi, 18 
Tsurezuregusa, 34 1 
Tz'u chi kung-te hui, 428 


Upaya, 230, 468, 513, 520. See also Hoben, 
Skillful means 
Upaya-kausalya, 520 
Upekkha, 5 16 


irayana, 398-400, 409,411,415,520 
sand, 65, 520 
7 dra, 486-87, 520 
hanavada, 279 
napti, 4 13 

naptimatra, 16, 521 

una. 115, 126, 147-48, 172,209,264, 
349-52, 355, 357-58, 475, 490, 


Vipassand, 487-95, 521 
Vipasyand, 93, 521 
Vipasyin, 161 
Visuddhimagga, 486, 488 


Wci-man Hsueh-hui, 424 
Westernization, 456, 458, 482 
Wisdom-king, 411 

Won Buddhism, xvii, 122-24, 131-32, 476 
Wonhyo taesa chonjip, 63 
World-affirmation, 451 
World Parliament of Religions, 483, 485, 499 
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World-renunciation, 449, 493 
Wu-chia cheng-tsung tsan, 325 
Wu-men-kuan, 325 

Yachu-ji, 349 
Yakushi-ji, 168 
Yamabushi, xviii, 152, 521 
Yasenkanna, 311, 324, 326-27 
Yolban chong’yo, 64, 78 
Yogacara, xiii, xxii, 16, 25, 45, 60, 63, 82, 
112, 149-50, 160, 183, 302, 391, 
396, 414, 427, 511, 513, 521 
Yoga, xiv 
Yogana, 144 
Yogi, 257, 260 


Yoho-ji, 442 
Yojoryu school, 257 
Yoko-ji, 262-63 

Yoraeson, 1 16 
Yiian-chiieb cbtng, 1 5 

Yuan dynasty, 14, 17, 21-22, 53, 102, 126 
Yii-ch'iian Temple, 6-7 

Zanmai, 213, 263, 5 18. See also Samadhi 
Zazen, 46, 194, 257, 264, 275, 283, 295, 
303, 314-15, 377, 444, 498-99, 
502-3, 515, 520-21 
Zen’on shtngi, 257 
Ztnrin-rmju, 263 
Zojo-ji, 219 









BUDDHIST SPIRITUALITY 

(2 Volumes) 

Of all the great religions, it is Buddhism that has focused 
most intensively on that aspect of religion that we call 
spirituality. No religion has set a higher value on states of 
spiritual insight and liberation, and none has set forth so 
methodologically and with such a wealth of reflection the 
various paths and disciplines by which such states are 
reached. 

The aim of the two volumes on Buddhism is to survey the 
entire tradition both chronologically and geographically in 
the varieties of its historical forms and in the great diversity 
of its teachings. Volume I covers the earlier career of 
Buddhism as it unfolded in India, Southeast Asia, Tibet and 
China, and is dominated by the speculative and analytical 
spirit of India, and its methodical ascetic quest for a definitive 
liberation ( mokas , nirvana), a clinically pure emptying out 
of all illusion. On the other hand, Volume II takes up further 
developments in China, Korea, and Japan, including Ch’an 
(zen) and new Buddhist movements and is pervaded by the 
Chinese realization of enlightenment here and now, and by the 
practical, down-to-earth, this-worldly terms in which the 
enlightened vision was expressed and enacted. 
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